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Abstract
The increased participation of women in the workforce has been one of the major
changes in the labour force in recent years. The nature of Ireland’s workforce has
changed radically in the past twenty years and women, whether for personal or
financial reasons, are now an established part of the workforce. Despite the rapid
increase in female participation in the paid labour-force, considerable evidence has
been gathered that documents a dearth of women in executive level positions not just
in Ireland, but internationally.
Many studies have highlighted issues women face in progressing to senior level
management.

There is, however, very limited empirical research conducted with

female managers based on their return to the workplace following maternity leave. In
particular, there is an absence of Irish research regarding the issues faced by this
cohort of female managers.
The results of the interviews conducted for this research study illustrate those female
managers returning to the workplace following maternity leave face obstacles
regarding childcare, organisational flexibility, networking and mentoring. Consistent
and recurring themes emerging from the interviews were the strong feelings of guilt
experienced by all twenty managers on their return to work and the choices made by
the female managers regarding their home life and career.

The various choices open to female managers following maternity leave was
considered by all of the managers interviewed as a serious issue to contend with. The
research findings, therefore, suggest that personal choice is a much more influential
factor in female career advancement than many of the overt and covert organisational
barriers which have previously been cited as preventing women from reaching the
higher echelons in organisations.

The findings also highlight that as individual

managers, they have the primary responsibility for managing their career development
and progression rather than expecting career advancement as a norm in organisations.
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1.0

Introduction

Introduction and Background

During the decade of the Celtic Tiger, Ireland experienced unprecedented economic
performance, resulting in both a significant increase in the number of women working
in the paid labour force (CSO, 2008) and the arrival of near full employment (Heraty
and Morley, 2003). The Irish situation mirrored what was occurring on a global scale.
According to a report from the International Labour Organisation (ILO), more women
work today than ever before. The report highlights that in 2006, 40% of the world’s
2.9 billion workers were women. This represents a worldwide increase of nearly 200
million women in employment in the 10 years to 2003 (ILO, 2004; ILO, 2007).
Between 1998 and 2007, almost 300,000 Irish women joined the labour market
(Russell et ai, 2009). This reveals that the female workplace activity rates went from
57% to 67%. As a result of this, women’s employment levels in Ireland are now on a
par with the average for the EU (Russell et ai, 2009). Research conducted by Cross
and Linehan, (2006) highlight that women’s increased involvement in the labour
force, however, is not paralleled within the management levels of organisations.
According to Cross and Linehan, (2006) women appear to be trapped at middle and
junior management roles within organisations. This is further reinforced by a study
conducted by Thornton, (2010) who found that only one in five management positions
in SMEs in Ireland are held by women. While participation has increased among
mothers of young children, the gap between this group and women without children
remained the same between 1998 and 2005.
There has been no single contributory factor that has transformed the position of Irish
women more than their changing role in the workplace. In the mid 1980s, one third of
women of working age were part of the labour force, today three fifths are in paid
work. The proportion of women describing their economic situation as on home duties
has plummeted from 62% in 1971 to 30% in 2008 (Smyth, 2010). The EU set a target
for women in employment at 60% by 2010, a target that was met by Ireland in 2007
and 2008, although not in 2009 when the employment rate for women fell to 57.8%,
close to the EU average (Smyth, 2010). Data examining the occupational employment
categories of workers in Ireland (CSO, 2007) highlight the fact that women comprise
of just one third of the broad category of managers and administrators. Statistics such
2

Chapter One

Introduction

as these have led to considerable, sustained academic interest regarding the low
number of women reaching senior managerial positions (Adler, 1993; Wajcman,
1998; Davidson and Burke, 2000; Oakley, 2000; Singh and Vinnicombe, 2004; Wirth,
2004).

In 2008, research conducted by the Centre for Gender and Women’s Studies found
that in the Irish Civil Service, 86% of male senior managers were married and 86%
have children. In comparison, 56% of female senior managers were married and 53%
have children. It would appear from this analysis that women may be prepared to
make sacrifices in their personal life in order to reach senior management grades. It
seems that these sacrifices are not made nearly as frequently by their male colleagues
(Valiulis et ai, 2008).

The lower levels of participation among mothers is likely to reflect both women’s
preferences for reducing paid work when their children are young and constraints in
the form of affordability of childcare, and availability of flexible working
arrangements (Russell et ai, 2009). The gender imbalance in the working week is
striking, reflecting how many women still only work part-time; in Ireland women are
one fifth as likely (5.6 per cent of them) as men to work over 45 hours a week, while
nearly five times as likely (42 per cent) only to work between 10 and 30 hours a week.
These women cite their children as the main reason for this gender imbalance.

A recent OECD report showed that Ireland’s childcare costs as a proportion of
earnings were highest among 26 countries (OECD, 2007). Childcare costs together
with recent evidence on the lack of affordable quality childcare act as a major barrier
to women’s participation in the workforce and in particular among lone parents
(Murphy et al, 2008).

These difficulties underlie the need for more targeted

intervention in this area (Russell et al, 2009). The price and availability of childcare
also has a strong influence on mother’s labour market participation.

Expensive

childcare will act as a disincentive for mothers of young children at work, particularly
those with low potential earnings (Russell et ai, 2009). There have been some recent
improvements in childcare provision as a result of the National Childcare Strategy,
though Ireland still has the highest net childcare costs as a proportion of average
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earnings in the OECD (OECD, 2007: 156). In 2008, the OECD published a report
arguing that a key priority in increasing female participation of mothers is to
introduce income supplements to make childcare more affordable.

The lack of

affordable childcare, as well as less favourable attitudes towards women’s work in
Ireland could be the cause of why highly educated women are able to return to work
after childbirth while other women, perhaps with less education, are likely not to
return to work (Pronzato, 2007). Hirshman (2006) argues that the inherent belief that
child-rearing and household chores are women’s natural domain is central to the
failure of women to advance to the top levels in the workplace. Hirshman posited that
a glass ceiling does inhibit women’s career advancement; however, this ceiling is
located in the home (McKinsey and Co., 2007).

This situation is reinforced by

Hewlett (2002) who states that high achieving women do a vast amount more
childcare and household chores than their high-achieving male counterparts.

Ellicott (2009) states that some 32% of women returning to work after having a child
think they have hit an invisible maternal wall in the workplace that reduces their
chances of promotion. The maternal wall tends to be triggered at any point when
maternity becomes prominent. This usually occurs when a woman announces her
pregnancy, therefore, begins to look pregnant, and may request parental leave, or seek
a modified schedule (Williams and Segal, 2003). An American study conducted by
Cuddy et al, (2004) stated that working mothers are rated as more similar in
competence to housewives than to business.

Thus, when women return from

maternity leave, they may fall from businesswoman to housewife in the opinions of
their supervisors and colleagues (Williams and Segal, 2003).

This is further

reinforced by Heffeman (2004: 69) who states that:

If women overall do not feel welcome in the higher echelons of power, this is
nothing when compared with how they are made feel when they become
mothers.

There are many issues that arise for female managers while they are trying to advance
their careers. However, these issues become more prominent when female managers
take time out of their careers to have children and because of this, many academics
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have raised the issue of an insufficient level of females in senior management
positions in organisations worldwide (Carbery et al, 2003). Schein (2007) argues that
the manner in which work and the workplace are structured, and the barriers which
these structures pose for women need to be examined. Management positions are
effectively gendered male, having been structured around traditional gender divisions
of labour, with the husband in work, while the wife manages the home and childcare.
Hewlett et ai, (2005) led a large scale study in the US which investigated why
women leave careers and what firms could do to keep them. Their study found that a
majority of professional women leave non-linear careers. This echoes O’ Leary’s
(1997) findings noting that the traditional male model of career development fosters
rivalry and instability within an organisation and places greater value on job mobility
than on job substance. O’Leary’s study is therefore reinforcing the gender differences
experienced at work between male and female middle managers.

Traditionally in Ireland, and in other parts of the world, it was viewed that once
women had children, they stayed at home to care for their children and inevitably
their career no longer existed as a consequence (Morgan, 2001). Over the past number
of decades however, this has changed and Ireland has seen a significant rise in the
number of women who, after having children return to the workplace as normal and
continue with their career.

However, contray to the number of women in paid

employment is the number of women who progress their career further into senior
management. Much of the previous literature stated that children act as a barrier to
the career advancement of middle management females (Jackson, 2001; Gill, 1992),
this is largely because women take time out of the workforce to have children, and in
organisations in particular do not encourage the career progression of female
managers after their return to the workplace following maternity leave.

Further

research, however, highlights that one of the key changes in the workforce as
women's participation rises is the number of women bosses in Ireland. The research
highlights that 30% of workers report to a woman, while half of women workers do
so, reflecting the reality that women are more likely than men to work for a woman.
In the European Union, a slight, gradual increase in the percentage of women
superiors has been visible from 20 per cent in 1995 to 25 per cent in 2005.
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Morgan (2003) identifies that as more females are now in the workforce, a double
burden is imposed on women - they have to do a day’s work for their employer and
then come home and work again for their family. Conversely, however, working
outside the home has greatly enriched women’s lives and opened up new possibilities
(Morgan, 2003).

The International Labour Organisation Workers with Family

Responsibilities Convention (1981) was intended to promote equality of opportunity
and treatment in employment for workers with family responsibilities, and between
workers with such responsibilities and those without. So far, the most innovative
approaches to dealing with the work-family issue since then have come from private
businesses. Part of this effort has been driven by their social conscience and social
responsibility. But more important is that their experience has demonstrated that
work-family policies are an important means of improving commitment and
productivity (in ILO, 2000a).

The Irish uptake of flexible working arrangements has tended to be highly gendered
(Drew and Daverth, 2009). Drew and Daverth, (2009) also note that certain flexible
work policies that have been availed of almost exclusively by women has helped to
solidify the belief that the relationship between the labour market and the family is
solely an issue for mothers of young children and consequently not applicable to all
workers. While it remains more common for women to make adjustments to their
working patterns in response to household responsibilities, changing socio-economic
conditions makes it increasingly difficult to sustain one-earner households (EspingAndersen, 2004). Without full-time domestic support, dual-income couples are facing
new challenges which are further complicated by the added pressure many companies
face to compete in a 24-7 workplace. The limited nature of family-friendly policies
has often served to reinforce traditional gendered breakdowns of labour and such
gendered policies do little to address the issues and pressures that newer family
structures face (Leira, 1992; Walby, 1990).

Women who want family-friendly

flexible work hours usually require short and predictable hours. This often requires
other workers, to do the unsocial hours and overtime that mothers try to avoid due to
family commitments. Family-friendly flexible work arrangements are never cost-free,
and employers recognise this (Makim, 2006).
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Motherhood remains a critical element in the life of a woman and despite the lofty
ideals of shared parenting and household management responsibility; the bulk of this
work continues to be done by women. Women who become pregnant during the
career-building stage of their lives require a reasonable period of maternity leave and
even have to take a break in their careers to spend time with a pre-school child or to
complete their families. Societal expectations dictate that women take time off work
when a child is ill; arrive home early enough to spend time with children and that
mothers act as chauffeurs, transporting their children (Strategic Direction, 2008).

There is also evidence that a growth in long hour’s culture and excessive commuting
time undermines the quality of life for a large section of the Irish workforce (Barry
and Vasquez del Aguila, 2009). The long hour’s culture prevailing in management
grades within Irish workplaces represents an obstacle to career progression for women
with caring responsibilities in two ways. Firstly, mothers may not put themselves
forward for promotion if they consider themselves unable to work the longer hours
required of managers within their workplaces. Secondly, senior management may
give preference in promotions to those whom they consider most ready to work longer
hours, thereby eliminating many women with caring responsibilities (Barry and
Vasquez del Aguila, 2009).

Lack of female role models and insufficient senior

female managers to act as mentors also add to the disadvantages. Women are not
viewed as leaders and negative attitudes and stereotypes prevail (Ryan and Haslam,
2005). Scrutiny and criticism in larger doses in comparison with men are received by
women managers who are often evaluated less favourably even when they perform
exactly the same leadership roles (Ryan and Haslam, 2006). These negative views can
often hamper female manager’s career objectives both before and after maternity
leave.

The central issues in relation to women’s access to employment appear to be the lack
of a proper childcare infrastructure and poor provision for flexible employment (Barry
and Sherlock, 2008). According to Barry and Sherlock (2008), broader policies to
support women’s paid employment during childrearing years are critical (leave
entitlements, family friendly and flexible workplace policies) which are framed within
a legal and institutional system which provide for security of employment. Several
7
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studies have reported that only a small proportion of companies in the private sector
offer job-sharing opportunities to their employees and larger firms report much more
interest than small firms in extending job-sharing arrangements. Within the public
sector, women account for the majority of employees who avail of job sharing,
usually during a particular phase in their working lives, particularly when they are
looking after young children or other family members (Drew et ai, 2003; Daverth,
2005; Department of Social Family Affairs, 2008). Consequently, there are many
females working outside of the home, few of these, however, inevitably reach senior
management (O’ Connor, 2001).

Although females make up nearly half of the workforce, only three to five per cent of
the top executives among Fortune 500 firms are women. Yet while many women are
opting out of companies, they are not opting out of their careers (Cabrera, 2007).
Instead, they are forging their own career path, making choices that allow them to
combine work and life on their own tenns. Some companies are participating in
schemes such as keeping in touch days which allow women, who are on maternity
leave, to return to the office for up to 10 days during their leave to keep themselves up
to date with current projects and changes. Evidence is showing even with these link
ups, that the return can still be daunting.

Maternity, a company that advises

employers on maternity matters found that in two-thirds of the organisations surveyed
in 2008, half the women went back to work on a flexible or part time basis following
maternity leave (Dunseath, 2009). Professional women are entering the workforce at
the same rate as men, yet something happens along the way resulting in
disproportionate losses of women in managerial positions. With this reality,
companies will no longer be able to afford to lose half of their talent pools (Cabrera,
2007).

The business case for fixing this problem, termed the leaky pipeline by

keeping women on track is increasingly convincing-especially because companies
with more women on their top management teams have been found to outperform
companies with fewer women managers (Catalyst, 2004).

In Ireland, maternity leave is paid and while there is a statutory entitlement to parental
leave, it is unpaid. Paternity leave is not recognised under Irish employment law;
hence there is no statutory entitlement. Although, there are few specific incentives to
8
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women returning to work after a period of leave or to facilitate a return to paid
employment generally, women’s access to the labour market has increased over recent
years which may partially be as a result of these improved maternity leave
entitlements.

The downside, however, of prioritising maternity leave is that it

contributes to the gender pay gap and the lack of male participation in caring
activities, a situation which emphasises the need to adopt a more ‘gender neutral
model’ (Dunne et al, 2008). In the context of the deepening recession in the Irish
economy it is unlikely that new initiatives will be introduced over the coming years
and so recent progress in relation to, for example leave entitlements, is likely to be
halted (Barry and Vasquez del Aguila, 2009).

The CSO, however, carried out

research and found some positive feedback regarding female managers working in the
workforce (2009).

I’here has been a narrowing of the gender gap in the employment rate between women
and men from 21 percentage points in 2001, to 16 percentage points at the end of
2007 and reaching 14 percentage points by the close of 2008 bringing Ireland into a
position equal to EU average (CSO, 2007; 2009). This coincides with the fact that
women are increasingly present in managerial roles; however, there is quite a lot of
evidence that traditional stereotypes are still prevalent.

Citing previous studies,

Collins and Singh conclude that the organisational barrier approach often employs the
glass ceiling as a metaphor for the hurdles working women face (2006; 11-12). The
barriers are built on biased or gendered stereotypes that prevent women from attaining
senior positions. Education and training is the key to the participation and
advancement of women in the labour market (Kavanagh, 2007).

Economic

independence enables women to overcome social exclusion and disadvantage while
economic growth fosters economic well-being. Many women have benefited from
increased resources to local education and training initiatives, which have supported
their transition to work (Kavanagh, 2007), while climbing the ladder to middle
management with only some female middle managers subsequently receiving a
promotion for senior management. This may be the cause of some women who
struggle with a number of disadvantages, such as discomfort with promoting
themselves. Women are much more likely to report lacking access to the informal
networks that spread crucial information and advice. Disproportionately responsible
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for childcare, they require more flexibility. As a result, many exceptional female
employees languish in middle management and eventually leave in frustration
(Tuhus-Dubrow, 2009).

The current study therefore reeognises these issues mentioned and sets out to analyse
them, resulting in finding out why some managers believe they have to leave work
due to such frustrations. This study is, therefore, set in an Irish context. As evidenced
in previous research, Irish females are increasingly joining the labour market with
many of these females climbing the career ladder.

These promotions however,

happen at a time when many females begin to have children and so balancing family
and career commences. The current research sets out to analyse and describe the
issues that are faced by female middle managers on their return to work following
maternity leave. These issues will be discussed in detail in chapter four.

1.1

Research Methodology, objectives and proposed questions

This research seeks to gather perceptions from a representative sample of female
middle managers who have returned to work following maternity leave within the past
five years. The research aims to identify and analyse the issues that appear to face
female middle managers on their return to the workforce following maternity leave.
To gather the necessary information for the research, qualitative research in the form
of interviews was used. The interviews will be formed by a panel of questions which
will be asked to each of the twenty interviewees.

The information gathered is

expected to flow as defined by Liamputtong and Ezzy, (2005) who identify a good
interview to be like a good conversation. Good conversation is a two-way affair. One
person talks, while the other listens, responds, and encourages. In a good interview,
the person who does most of the talking is the interviewee.

Qualitative research methods focus on meanings and interpretations. They provide a
sophisticated research strategy to understand how, and why, people act in particular
ways. Further, qualitative research methods can provide important policy direction,
and a detailed understanding of the implications of particular policies (Liamputtong
and Ezzy, 2005). To begin researching a topic, researchers have an agenda which fuel
their research progress. The researcher is usually committed to exploring new and
10
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often surprising avenues that emerge as informants reveal their understandings and
interests (Daymen and Holloway, 2002). Qualitative investigations are carried out in
people’s natural environments such as in their offices, canteens or local cafes. This
enables researchers to observe how they go about their routine activities and
interactions (Daymen and Holloway, 2002). Full details of the qualitative research
methodology employed for this study will be presented in chapter three.

In summary, the overall objective of the current research is to explore the relevant
issues that concern female middle managers on their return to the workplace
following maternity leave.

1.2

Structure and chapter content

The purpose of this section is to outline the structure that will be adhered to in the
thesis.

The thesis will follow a traditional structure and each chapter will be

presented as follows:

Chapter t\i'o presents a review of relevant existing literature in the field of women in
management.

This chapter begins with an overview of women in the workforce

before specifically reviewing literature based on female middle managers in the
workforce.

The chapter then discusses the issues that female managers face in

relation to the glass ceiling. Such areas include networking and mentoring. The latter
part of the chapter primarily discusses the problems associated with childcare as well
as balancing that are expected by female managers in relation to their family and
career.

Chapter three identifies the route chosen for the current research to gather the
necessary information. The chapter details why qualitative research methods were
chosen in the form of the in-depth interview and expresses the positives associated
with this. Areas such as the interview guide and the specific coding used to filter the
data in order to gain the information necessary for the research are explored.

Chapter four details the findings from the research and provides an analysis of the
new data collected. From this, various themes emerge from the interviewees which
11
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are then discussed in detail, and where possible, analysed in relation to extant
information gathered from a review of pertinent literature.
Chapter five addresses the main new findings in chapter four. While analysing the
findings, two main themes emerged from the current research. The first main issue
presented specifically relates to choices made by all of the female managers regarding
their career, as well as their home life. The chapter also discusses the implications of
choice for the organisations in which the female managers are employed as well as the
implications for future female managers who will return to work after maternity leave.
Due to the level of choice made by the individual female managers, the self imposed
glass ceiling, which was first introduced by Cross (2007) is discussed in detail. The
second main issue discussed m the conclusion chapter is that of guilt, which all of the
interviewees admitted as being a common feature in their lives when returning to
work. Finally, the findings from the current research present opportunities for future
areas of related research which could be investigated, and these suggestions are
outlined in this chapter.

12
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Literature Review

Introduction

One of the most significant features of the global labour market in the last half of the
twentieth century has been the increasing labour force participation rate of women. In
recent years, in particular, there has been an increase in the number of women
pursuing managerial careers (Gordon and Whelan, 1998; Harris, 1995; Davidson and
Cooper, 1993; 1992). Recent improvements in the Irish labour market have led to a
substantial increase in the number of Irish women in employment. Women moving
from the home to employment have fuelled at least part of this increase.

Until

recently, labour shortages resulting from Ireland’s economic growth have prompted
employers and politicians to look at policies to attract even more women back into the
labour force (Russell and O’Connell, 2004).

According to Conlin (2002) a growing body of research has revealed that women
executives surpass men in nearly every aspect of performance. Despite this however,
female participation at middle and senior management levels lags far behind that of
male participation. While the reasons for this are complex and varied, a contributory
factor is the difficulties faced by female middle managers on returning to the
workplace following maternity leave (ILO, 1999). Interestingly, Berthoin-Antal and
Izraeli (1993) reported that, during the 1980s, the under representation of women in
positions of power emerged as a quandary, and became an item of high priority on the
agenda of industrialised countries. Despite the awareness of the under representation
of women in management in the 1980s, however, studies have indicated that the
situation has not yet greatly improved. The numbers of women who advance to the
top of organisations continues to be very low, in both the public and private sectors
(European Commission, 2008).

There are many difficulties facing females in middle management roles.

These

include caring for their family, lack of career progression, lack of mentoring and role
models for women high up the corporate ladder, lack of flexibility in work schedules,
and lack of career and succession planning (Catalyst, 2003). A considerable amount
of female managers experience economic disadvantages associated with part-time
work, the vast majority of which is performed by women with children, and the
downward occupational mobility experienced by many women returning to the labour
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market following child bearing or rearing children (Conaghan, 1993; Rubery et ai,
1994). Throughout all the European Union countries, there is still job segregation
based on gender, and over half of women are employed in the service sector which
includes trade, education, retail, health care and clerical duties (Davidson and Cooper,
1992).

Women in corporate environments tend to be at the lower end of the

managerial hierarchy, even after being employed for a decade or more (Davidson and
Cooper, 1993).

2.1

Women in the Workplace

While the number of women in paid employment has more than doubled since the
early 1990s and women have contributed significantly to the economic growth which
has in turn enhanced the wellbeing of the majority of Irish citizens, the number of
women who are actively engaged as decision makers, political players and as other
persons of influence within society has not kept pace (National Womens Strategy,
2007). Research has shown that there are many obstacles to the recruitment and
promotion of women. A dominant obstacle is the difficulties women face in
reconciling work and family life, in particular the affordability and availability of
childcare services (National Economic and Social Forum, 2006). Women are still
concentrated in the most precarious forms of work throughout the world. They too
often experience a sticky floor and too rarely break through the glass ceiling (Wirth,
2001).

Participation in employment and the amount of time worked by women

between 20 and 49 years are closely linked to the number and age of their children,
which is less the case for men (European Commission, 2008).

Meanwhile, the changes in Irish female participation rates since the 1970s are
dramatic (Morgan, 2001). In 1971, Irish women’s labour force participation rate was
very low, at just 28%. Within this figure, only 14% of all women at work were
married, and just 4% of all company directors and managers were women (NESC,
1991). By 1996 there were 488,000 women at work - an increase of 213,000 since
1971. This compared with a growth of just 23,000 in male employment over the same
period (Morgan, 2001). In 1996, half the female workforce was married - 241,400
married women were working outside the home, an increase of more than 600 per
cent since 1971 (Morgan, 2001). In 2007, the employment rate for women aged 20-44
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Just over half of women (51.0%) aged 15 years and over described

themselves as members of the labour force (at work or unemployed) in 2007
compared to 39.2% in 1997. Of those not in the labour force in 2007, 61.3% of
women were looking after home or family. This rate varied from 88.1% for women
with no children to 57.5% for women whose youngest child was aged between 4 and
5 years of age (CSO, 2007).

Irish female participation rate was previously higher than the EU average (Goughian,
2002). According to Cross (2007), the incredible growth of women’s participation
rate in employment is attributed to many causes including the removal of the marriage
bar in the public sector; the introduction of employment equality legalisation;
changing attitudes and expectations of both females themselves and of the role played
by women in Irish society and the economic boom of the 1990s commonly referred to
as the Celtic Tiger.

Women’s participation in the labour market is largely characterised by a high and
increasing share of part-time work (European Commission, 2007). In 2007, the share
of women employees working part-time was 31.4% in the EU while the
corresponding figure for men was 7.8% (European Commission, 2008). However,
research conducted by the OECD (2003) has stated that Irish mothers are more likely
to work full-time than part-time since 2001. Employment rates of Irish mothers do
not vary much with the age of children, which is related to changing cohort patterns of
labour force participation, as also reflected in working hours. Mothers with young
children under the age of five in Ireland are more likely to work full-time than
mothers with children of school age.

Because of the change in labour market

behaviour among young female Irish workers, the employment rates of mothers with
older children can be expected to increase in the future (OECD, 2003). Employment
rates among Irish mothers increased even faster than among other women and
although a series of breaks makes it impossible to be precise on the exact magnitude,
the proportion of mothers in employment at least doubled over the last 15 years
(OECD, 2003).

Working parents, particularly mothers, feel a time squeeze because they believe they
should be spending more time with children - even though mothers are spending as
16

Chapter Two

Literature Review

much time interacting with children as they were 40 years ago (Bianchi et al., 2006).
Women’s participation in the labour force is being restrained by a side effect of
delayed motherhood: a jump in 30-something mothers with toddlers (Porter, 2006).
Ireland is currently ranked 51 out of 56 countries in terms of economic opponunity
for women and has one of the highest penalties in pay reduction associated with
motherhood - with working mothers having lower earnings than women without
children (National Economic and Social Forum, 2006). Two thirds of women are
leaving full-time work once they start a family; this decision is influenced by
increasing childcare costs and inflexible working arrangements (Shanahan, 2005).
Although the proportion of women in the labour force increased from 35.7% in 1994
to 47.1% in 2004, between the years 2004 and 2007, the proportion of men in the
labour force was maintained at 70% (CSO, 2007). For women who want to work full
time, 94% of female working parents said parenthood impacted negatively on their
careers, while they believed that less than a third, 31%, of male working parents were
negatively impacted (Harrington, 2007).

Although increased participation by women is desirable in the context of economic
growth and the need for additional labour, the overriding issue is that of choice i.e.
giving women the freedom to choose which route they wish to take in relation to
labour market participation (National Women’s Strategy, 2007). The imbalance in
the distribution of care and household work has negative consequences for women’s
equality. It affects women’s choices with regard to how they participate in all aspects
of life including professional, political and civic life (Ryan, 2007). Many companies
want talented, educated women to stay in work, and so forward-thinking companies
are trying to be more flexible, to change the culture to be more inclusive of women.
Company culture is changing, but it will still take a significant amount of time
(Harrington, 2007).

Research by Harrington (2007) revealed that 57% of working women with children
stated that they encountered less support or sympathy from working women without
children than working men regarding the overspill from family life onto work-life. If
women consider that pregnancy weakens their chances at work, some women will be
less inclined to have children, and if they want to have children, they risk foregoing
opportunities for appropriate training (Busby, 2000). As a result, women will continue
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to be employed in low level jobs (European Commission, 1989). A report by The
National Women’s Strategy made a strong case for the government and individual
employers to support women to successfully re-enter the workplace after maternity
leave (National Womens Strategy, 2007). Hayes (2008) concurs and suggests that it
would be possible to ensure that women would not lose their economic value when
they have children because the workplace would be flexible enough to promote
talented mothers, as well as fathers. However, life as a working mum can be tough
and, despite the fact that they are working harder and longer than their mothers and
grandmothers, many mothers struggle with feelings of guilt and inadequacy (Quinlan,
2007a).

Since female workers have limited incentives to pursue a career if they

perceive the likelihood of advancement (lack of mentors and role models) to be more
limited than for men, they are indeed more likely to withdraw from the labour force,
only to return, if at all, in Jobs that are often low in job content compared with their
potential (OECD, 2003).
The decision being made by many women as a result of attempting to balance both
work and family responsibilities is to simply leave their careers and stay at home.
Linehan and Walsh (2000) suggest that in some cases, women managers who leave
the work force for family reasons do so because their work environment is not
adequately flexible to allow them balance family and work demands. Hudson (2005)
conducted a report examining the changing roles and aspirations of women at work in
the UK highlighting that almost half of all female professionals surveyed do not
expect to be working full time by 2010. With the conventional working structure,
women believe they are not able to progress as quickly as they want to. Hudson
(2005) recommends that employers need to respond to this disenchantment with
corporate life if they are to increase and sustain female representation in the
workplace; it is not only women who need or are prepared to change, the onus is also
on employers increasingly to be flexible or to adapt to these changing needs.

Although opportunities for women have increased substantially in recent years, there
are still many barriers and unanswered questions in relation to why so few women
reach senior-level management positions in businesses. Research has illustrated that
many of the managers believe they have to work much harder than men to prove
themselves to top management (Wentling, 1992). A survey carried out by Wentling in
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the early 1990s revealed that women need to work much harder to earn credibility,
and need to prove their ability to handle their next assignment, while men have instant
credibility and are presumed capable of handling the next assignment unless they have
blundered at the current level. More recent research by Nelson (2000) states that the
main barriers encountered by women in the workforce include male stereotypes and
preconceptions, exclusion from informal networks, lack of general management
experience and an inhospitable corporate culture.

Throughout the chapter, these

barriers will be discussed in detail.

2.1.1 Female Middle Managers in the Workplace
An increasing number of women are eligible to seek management positions as a result
of their greater participation in the labour force, expanded access to educational
opportunities, and involvement in affinnative action programs (Wentling, 1992).
However, as Adler (1995) has resolutely stated, the single most uncontroversial,
indisputable statement one can make about women in management is, that there are
very few of them. In Ireland, women tend to be concentrated in junior management
positions, and are under-represented at senior management level (OECD, 2003). The
International Womens Forum (IWF) Ireland research on Women in Corporate
Governance found that the percentage of board seats on Ireland’s top 100 companies
held by women is 5% - a figure considerably lower than those in the US or the UK.
In the US, for example, the percentage of corporate directors who are women is 12%
(in Gaffney, 2004).

Research findings are indicating that female managers are subject to a greater number
of work-related pressures, compared to their male counterparts (Davidson and
Cooper, 1984). This is of particular significance when one considers that the job of
management has been isolated as being a high stress occupation for males (Cooper
and Marshall, 1978) and female managers are expected to cope with the pressures of
work as well as home (Lewis and Cooper, 1989). Despite Conlin’s (2002) finding
that female executives outdo their male counterparts, a new study showed that male
managers believe women are less effective business leaders. This is also despite other
research concluding that gender is not indicative of leadership performance
(Monaghan, 2006). Even at first-line management level, 63% of managers in Ireland
are male. The gap between men and women in Ireland begins early in their careers
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(Monaghan, 2006). As a result of this, employers who do not use labour resources
efficiently, are doing themselves a great disservice by shutting out mothers and
women more generally, many of whom have high levels of educational attainment
(Equality for Women Measure, 2004). The specific problems and pressures which
have been isolated as being unique to female managers include: strains of coping
with prejudice and sex stereotyping; overt and indirect discrimination from fellow
employees, employers and the organisational structure and climate; lack of role
models and feelings of isolation; and the burdens of coping with the role of the token
woman (Davidson and Cooper 1992). These stressors on top of trying to maintain a
family can create enormous pressures on women in management (Linehan, 2000).
Rix and Stone (1984) believe many business leaders, even those highly committed to
promoting women; confidently believe that the current absence of women from senior
management and corporate boards is a pipe-line problem. Until recently, the most
common explanation for the dearth of women in top management positions was what
Fisher (1992) termed the pipeline argument: not enough time had passed from the
point at which large numbers of women entered the lower-level managerial positions
to allow development of the experience necessary for promotion to senior managerial
positions (Owen, 1993).
According to Vinnicombe and Colwill (1995), women occupy only about 10% of
management positions in Europe and women managers remain concentrated in junior
and middle management positions. The existence of actual differences between male
and female managers has been challenged for some time in the research literature, but
strongly held stereotypes are resistant to change.

Just how are female managers

regarded differently than their male counterparts?

In a study by Fleilman et al.,

(1989), researchers asked male managers to characterise both male and female
managers. The results indicated a tendency to describe female managers as less selfconfident, less emotionally stable, less analytical, less consistent, and having poorer
leadership abilities than male managers (Owen, 1993). Iwasaki et al., (2004) note
qualitative differences in the experience of men and women with regard to emotional
stress. In their study, female managers identified relationship stress as a negative
event creating significant worry for them because it involved being worried about
other people.
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When comparing male and female managers in terms of managerial efficiency and
performance, numerous cross-cultural studies and reviews have concluded that there
are far more similarities than differences in terms of managerial efficiency and
performance (Linehan, 2000). However, where differences do occur, they tend to
stem from factors associated with the low proportion of female managers, attitudinal
differences (especially prejudice and discrimination), and different life circumstances
(and stressors) of women managers compared to male managers (Cooper and
Davidson, 1982). Women managers, however, are very much aware that availability
has been a key factor in their career advancement, but at one point - usually after the
birth of a first or second child - the tension between conflicting demands, and
especially time demands, comes to the forefront (Davidson and Burke, 2000).

The National Women’s Strategy in Ireland (2007) illustrates that the number of
women who advance to the top of organisations continues to be very low.

The

reasons for this situation are diverse. It is reported that women, who take time out of
the labour force for caring, face considerable barriers when they seek to return to
employment. Women who remain in the workforce find that access to affordable
childcare and other caring services to support family commitments can be a challenge.

Even though the increase in the number of female managers, at least up to the middle
level, indicates changes, and men are increasingly, though slowly, taking more
responsibility for children and housework, family concerns are still a significant
obstacle to women attaining managerial jobs (Alvesson and Billing, 1997). Despite
this however, inequality in terms of men being less inclined than women to take
responsibility for children and a historical as well as contemporary insensitivity of
decision makers in organisations to consider the entire life situation of employees
should be treated as the starting points for questions and enquiries, not final
explanations for the limited numbers of women in managerial positions (Alvesson and
Billing, 1997).

The Equality for Women Measure, 2004:6 stated that:

Women recently appointed to management positions traditionally filled by men
often feel under pressure to exceed expectations, that their performance is seen
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as a test case for the introduction of more women. Women in this position often
feel they should adopt a professional style that men feel more comfortable with.
Such women can find themselves in a lose-lose situation - if they adopt a male
style, they are seen as being bossy and pushy; if they use a more female style,
they run the risk of being seen as ineffective.

In Europe, it has been observed that the more senior a female manager becomes, the
more likely she is to think that there are barriers such as the organisational structuring
of career paths and promotions and male values dominating workplace cultures that
prevent women’s progression (Wirth, 2001). Research conducted by Linehan and
Scullion, (2001) suggest that the social role of women is linked to their role in the
family, whereas for men, time at work is of prime importance. Women’s family ties
are seen as obstacles for promotion because these ties stand in the way of their
availability at work and being available is seen as essential for promotion.

The

female managers in Linehan and Scullion’s study believed that they could make it to
the top of their profession, but that this would mean sacrificing their personal lives.
Those female managers also perceived that most women believe that promotion in
their careers has been achieved at the expense of time with their children and of the
quality of their family lives. Consequently, because women are mainly responsible
for domestic and family issues, lack of affordable, good quality, consistent childcare,
can act as a barrier to women’s participation at middle management level. Women
often cannot work the long hours required of managers because of the lack of back-up
or family support structures (Dobbins, 2007).

A Catalyst (2005) survey showed that managers subscribed to the stereotype that
women are taking care of others while men are better at taking charge. According to
the Irish Management Institute (2004), stereotyping of female manager’s ability at
work is relevant in Ireland, where the echelons of management remain distinctively
male dominated, with only 5% of executives being female (in Monaghan, 2006).
Research conducted by the International Women’s Forum Ireland (2006) found that in
2003, the percentage of Fortune 500 companies which were led by women CEOs was
1.2%, the proportion of senior managers was 10% and the proportion of women
among top-earning executives was 5.2% (in Monaghan, 2006).

Difficulties arise

where women who have spent time raising children or who have not moved quickly
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during their career might be considered too old for promotion. Access to higher posts
of the hierarchy takes a lot of time, effort and support for anyone, but women face
gender-related obstacles that make their progress up the career ladder even more
burdensome. These are based on the traditional gendered division of labour where
women are the active parents and men are the breadwinners, or are associated with
certain images and understandings (European Commission, 2008).

According to research carried out by the Euro barometer survey, 86 % of Irish people
believe that more women in management are necessary (O’Leary, 2007). This is
reinforced by the Central Statistics Office (2007: 10):

Around 86% of primary school teachers in Ireland were women but only 51%
ofprimary school management.

Redmond et al., (2006) believe that if women in their workplaces have e.xperienced
negative attitudes or barriers to their career whilst trying to combine work and family
life, other women can learn from this.

In a December 1997 International Labour

Organisation meeting in Geneva, participants representing 20 countries agreed that:
Social attitudes and cultural biases are major factors discriminating against
women and holding them back from attaining higher-level jobs (Wirth, 1998:
247).

Consequently, enhanced measures are needed to support women re-entering the
workplace after childbirth, including extended and sustained funding for networking,
coaching and mentoring schemes (Forum on the Workplace of the Future, 2005).
Even though legislation has been established to prevent discrimination against women
in the workforce, it seems that female executives are still facing many covert
obstacles in their efforts to achieve high-level management and leadership positions.
This is illustrated by Sellers, (2001) who states that at the turn of the present century,
only six women held the position of chief executive officer in companies on the
Fortune 500 list.
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Additionally, professional women who take time out to care for children often find
their earnings lag behind those of their male counterparts once they return to the
workplace. Women in Ireland now earn 9% less than men (Monaghan, 2008a). A
study conducted by The National Centre for Partnership and Performance (NCPP) has
commented that (2005: 86):

Women who take career breaks to care for children often experience significant
harriers to re-entering the workforce, representing a labour market constraint
that needs to be addressed. Highly skilled women face particular difficulties in
re-entering the workforce at an appropriate level. This results not only in a
reduced return on the investment for the individual, the State and the employer
in education and training but it also acts as a competitive drag on our economy,
and contributes to the significant gender pay gap. There is a strong case for
Government and individual employers to support women to successfully re
enter the workplace.

Because of this problem, IBEC have developed a new Leadership Initiative, which
has funding support from the Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform under
the Equality for Women Measure. This is an example of a successful leadership and
management initiative targeted at the advancement of women in the workplace and as
decision makers. It targets high-potential women in middle management positions
and offers benefits to both participants and to their sponsoring organisations. The
core objective is to foster the quality of leadership across Irish life, with a particular
focus on gender (National Women’s Strategy, 2007).

Initiatives such as this,

however, are dependent on the understanding of the barriers facing women in moving
up the managerial ladder.

2.2

Female Managers Returning to Work after Maternity

Leave
The issues surrounding maternity leave from the perspectives of the professional
mother can be complex and sensitive (Parke, 2008). Managing these issues with
confidence and clarity throughout each stage of the maternity process is vital to all
parties in maintaining effective working relationships. A professional mother who
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feels supported and valued is far more likely to return to work (Parke, 2008).
According to Dight (2008), the juggling act that many women face when they return
to work after maternity leave is very difficult. Alexander (2008) states that many
female managers are familiar with working long hours so when these female
managers do become mothers for the first time, it can become very difficult to satisfy
the responsibility of work with childcare.

An understanding of the timing of returning to work and the factors associated with a
faster or slower return to work is important, as the timing of a mother’s return to work
is likely to have implications for her longer-term connection to the labour market and
finances (Arun et al, 2004; Breusch and Gray, 2004; Beggs and Chapman 1988) and
also has relevance to issues of child and maternal health and wellbeing (Berger et al.,
2005; Brooks-Gunn et al, 2002; Hyde et al, 1995). Studies consistently find that
mothers who were working prior to the birth of their children are more likely to work
after, and recommence working sooner, than mothers not working prior to their birth
{Baxter et a1., 2007; Baxter, 2005; flofferth, 1996; Joesch, 1994; Glezer, 1988).

Research conducted by Corporate Mothers in Britain found that 46% of female
managers surveyed said they were less confident about their ability to do their Job on
returning to work than they were before maternity leave (Dight, 2008). Sarah Bond,
director of diversity at KPMG Europe conducted research in this area with female
employees who had returned to work following maternity leave and found that
women want to keep in touch while on maternity leave and these managers want to
know about their colleagues’ experiences when they do return to work. Bond (2008)
states that:

If we can support women returning from maternity leave and make their
experience very positive, then I think we will see a change in terms of the
representation of women at senior levels.

We do not have enough senior

women.

In Ireland, AIB banking is proactive in trying to maintain their valued female
members of staff after returning to work following maternity leave.

AIB have

followed initiatives which are very successful in Britain and America by hiring a
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maternity coach who will advise female executives at AIB on managing their return to
work after maternity leave (Monaghan, 2008b). The coach helps females who are
returning to work to balance their new commitments with their company’s needs
(Monaghan, 2008b). Scott (2008) states that females who leave employment while on
maternity leave are concerned about handing over their work to somebody else and so
a decision she made to become a maternity coach. Scott forged a career in making
maternity leave easier for high-flying women and their employers after she noticed
while working in advertising in London that none of the women on the boards of her
corporate clients had children (Scott, 2008). Scott (2008) also states that this problem
was particularly evident in law practices, where women were working for ten years to
get a partnership. Once these females became pregnant, 25% did not return to work
and a further 25% left after one or two years. These companies are now looking for
ways to help these females make the transition back to work.

Paul Vance, the head of reeruitment at KPMG in Dublin, also runs back-to-work
programmes for women returning to the finn after maternity leave. The organisation
arranges emergency creche facilities if and when childcare problems arise (in
Monaghan, 2008b). One of the main priorities of female middle managers is the
availability of good childcare in achieving a suecessful transition back to work
following maternity leave (Fox, 2007). More recent research, however, contrasts with
AIB which shows that females today who are seeking to return to their employment in
Ireland after maternity leave are being targeted for redundancy as businesses strive to
cut costs while other females returning to work are faced with bullying and
deteriorating work conditions as a means of managing them out of the workplace
(Lyne, 2010). Joanna McMinn, Chairwoman of the Equality and Rights Alliance
states that:

Pregnancy related discrimination is a very blunt, overt form of unfairness and
gender discrimination.

This type of discrimination is against the law and despite 30 years of legislation, there
is evidence to suggest that this problem is increasing (McMinn, 2010). Legislation
governing maternity leave however differs in each country.

In 2004, Harvard

University conducted research and found that from a study of 168 developed
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countries, 163 countries had some agenda in place for paid maternity leave; however,
the U.S.A. was not one of these. The only other developed country that does not have
a paid maternity leave programme in place is Australia, however Australians do enjoy
a 12 month job guarantee, and in contrast the U.S.A. however does not offer any of
these as entitlements (Deberham, 2007).

Deberham (2007) summarises that it is,

therefore, very difficult for any mother in the U.S.A. to take time out to have children
because of the financial implications.

Research conducted by Bennett (2009) states for mothers however, who do take time
out of the workforce to care for their children, and only one in three mothers say re
entry to their old jobs is easy, while 39% describe the experience as difficult or very
difficult. Many said that their relationship with their boss had deteriorated sharply
since becoming pregnant, as their commitment was questioned.

One third of the

respondents to Bennett’s research believed that their promotional prospects had been
reduced after having a baby, while one in five had a lower pro-rata salary than before
they went on maternity leave.

Subsequently, one fifth came back to their same

position, but had reduced responsibilities.

As can be seen from the existing research, many obstacles exist for female managers
when they return to work following maternity leave. Many managers believe that
after their return to work following maternity leave, a glass ceiling prevails which
does not allow them to further their career. The next section introduces the glass
ceiling and the associated covert barriers which constitute this ceiling.

2.3

The Glass Ceiling

The glass-ceiling phenomenon is proving peculiarly persistent (Economist, 2005a).
The top of the corporate ladder remains stubbornly male, and the few women who
reach top level positions are paid significantly less than the men that they join there
(Economist, 2005a). The glass ceiling is a series of invisible, artificial and altitudinal
barriers to upward mobility, based on gender, irrespective of individual ability
(Morrison et al., 1987). Numerous organisational barriers constitute this glass ceiling
and include organisational culture and structure, policies around selection and
promotion, and stereotyping (Cross, 2005). Interestingly, a different perspective on
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the metaphor of the glass ceiling is offered by Large and Saunders (1995) who
consider the glass ceiling phrase as more flexible, than standard. Large and Saunders
believe it is not simply a case of one size fits all. They see the glass ceiling having
varying degrees of thickness and being fixed at different levels, depending on the
organisation.

The metaphor the glass ceiling was first coined during a groundbreaking three-year
study of women executives, the Executive Women Project, which began in 1984
(Morrison et ai, 1987). Since its initial use in the Wall Street Journal by Hymowitz
and Schellhardt in 1986, the term glass ceiling has become embedded in corporate,
social and political dialogues, and refers to the invisible barrier that prevents women
rising above a specific management level in organisations. It is a powerful metaphor
however, which refers not simply to an invisible barrier for an individual based on
their ability to perform at a higher level in the organisation; but rather it applies to
women as a group, who are kept from advancing into senior management positions,
simply because they are women

(Von Glinow and Morrison, 1990). This

constrainment can hinder a woman’s career. Wajcman (1996, 1998) has shown, there
are no visible gender differences in styles of management. Female managers differ
from male managers in their personal characteristics and family lives, but not in the
way that they do their job.
Despite the passage of time since the introduction of equal opportunities legislation
many women have reached junior and middle-level management, yet they appear
unable to extend their scope into senior management, in any significant numbers
(Wirth, 2001). Working women experience more stress than working men, and the
sources of that stress are related to the expected and actual roles of women in society
and to the fact that women still occupy minority status in organisations (Burke and
McKeen 1994: 18). Additionally, women consistently work longer hours (paid and
unpaid) than men and perform the majority of the unpaid household work (Crittenden,
2001).

Just as the glass ceiling prevents women from reaching the top of

organisations, the glass partition prevents women from making the friendships that
could help their careers (Dobson and Bessaoud, 2006).
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The increase in female employment rates in Ireland occurred only recently, and so
relatively few Irish women have had tim.e to clim.b up the managerial ladder (OECD,
2003). Nevertheless, there is some evidence of a glass ceiling for women caused by a
mixture of stmctural, institutional and attitudinal factors constraining female career
progression (IBEC, 2002). The ESRI (2007) carried out research regarding the face
of the workplace in 2012. It forecasts that by then, two out of five managers
throughout the entire workforce will be women, but it also warned that this does not
mean that women will be smashing through the glass ceiling. Currently, only 20% of
senior managers are female, and fewer than 10% of Irish Chief Executives are women
(Hayes, 2008). The rate of success women have in breaking the glass ceiling remains
slow, uneven, and sometimes discouraging. Women continue to have more difficulty
obtaining top jobs than they do lower down the hierarchy. According to research
conducted by the CIPD (2004), shattering the glass ceiling is just one challenge facing
women seeking to climb the corporate ladder.

There are many problems and pressures which have been identified as unique to
female managers. These include lack of opportunities and power of women; lack of
mentors and role models; gender based stereotyping; and lack of access to male
infonnal networks (Catalyst, 2004; Vinnicombe and Singh 2003; Brass 1985;
Morrison and Von Glinow

1990; Kram

1985; Kanter,

1977).

European

Commissioner for Employment, Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities, Vladimir
Spidla states that:

Gender equality is good for business.

Our economies must reap the full

potential of all our talents if we are to face up to global competition.

This

means smashing the glass ceiling once and for all (Spidla, 2008).

The informal barriers which make up the glass ceiling are multifaceted.

The

continuing prevalence of men in top positions often exclude women from informal
networks and channels of communication. Additionally, women do not benefit from
mentoring or female role models. The corporate culture demands ambition and
continuous availability while women are too often perceived as passive/timid and
limited by their family responsibilities. Also, discriminatory methods of selection, the
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lack of career planning and the sometimes hard-hitting behaviour of male colleagues
may also be potential barriers (European Commission, 2008).

Gender segregation, both horizontal and vertical, continues to mark the labour market
in Ireland, as in other countries, with women predominating in caring roles that are
often less well paid (National Womens Strategy, 2007). Even where women break out
of these stereotypical roles, they often find themselves concentrated at the lower
levels in organisations, unable to break into the management ranks or into central
functions which offer career development leading to executive management (National
Womens Strategy, 2007). The glass cliff metaphor is used to explain the situation
where women are more likely to be appointed to boardroom positions when
organisational performance is poor, and the risk of failure is high (Ryan and Haslam,
2005). Ryan and Haslam (2005) posit that the notion of women being good in a crisis
situation may underlie this phenomenon. The position of effectively being on a glass
cliff can be seen as being exceptionally dangerous for women in that position. This is
viewed as an additional hurdle women may have to overcome, once they have
shattered the glass ceiling (Wonnan, 2005). This appears to become a problem when
females are not being trained to enter the higher echelons of power (Cross, 2007).
Amongst the major obstacles preventing many women from progressing to senior
management levels include what are often termed as structural factors. This is a very
broad category in the literature encompassing issues as diverse as the lack of childcare
facilities and female role models, to the geographical mobility requirements
associated with many management opportunities (Cross, 2007).

Middle managers who return to the workplace after a significant break, for example
maternity leave, find it is not always easy and many highly qualified women are
forced to take low level positions (Quinlan, 2008). In some situations, women who
have previously been at the top of the organisation and who spend a number of years
with their children can lose their confidence, their contacts and their networks as a
result. Women will often take jobs below their skill level when they go back to work,
so as to re-enter the workplace once again (Fitzpatrick, 2008).
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As indicated, informal barriers which make up the glass ceiling include networking,
mentoring and the idea of role models and token women. These issues are dealt with
in the following sections.

2.3.1 Networking
Networking is an activity which people have been engaged in since the time of the
apostles (Ramsey, 2004). Caravan et ai, (2003) argue that networking is essential for
success in organisations and those who network effectively generally progress up the
corporate hierarchy. This is true of both formal and informal networking, but it is
informal networking, which has received significant attention in the literature. This is
because studies have found that informal networks help men advance in management
more than women, especially in mid-late career (Tharenou, 2005a).

As argued by Okanlawon (1994) informal networking is acknowledged as a vital
route to senior management positions. Some of the key benefits associated with it
include access to visibility, support and upward mobility. Because many decisions
are made and promotions promised via this informal network, access is vital. While
women are regularly involved in formal networking through meetings, briefing
sessions, etc., one of the most frequent reported issues faced by women in
management positions in organisations is their inability to join, and exclusion from
informal, male networks (Cross, 2005)

As indicated by Travers and Pemberton

(2000) organisational power structures determine access to the opportunity to use
informal networks. Lack of access to these informal male networks is believed to
result in a lack of access to contacts, opportunities and political information as
indicated in the literature (Davidson and Cooper, 1992).

This causes feelings of

exelusion, isolation and frustration for female managers (Cross, 2005). Wirth (2001)
maintains that because informal networking usually takes place socially and often
outside of working hours, women are often less keen and have less time to take part in
such gatherings, due to family commitments. Studies with female managers and
successful women illustrate the critical nature of informal networks for career
progression (Linehan, 2001; Simpson, 2000; Powell, 1993). In this regard, the men’s
club or the old boy’s network consistently emerges in the literature as a significant
barrier encountered by women (Cross and Linehan, 2006; Cross and O’ Brien, 2005;
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Burke et ai, 1995; Vinnicombe and Colwill, 1995; Ehrich, 1994; Okanlawon, 1994;
Coe, 1992; Davidson and Cooper, 1992). Oakley (2000; 328) states that:

The old boy network at the top is an informal male social system that stretches
within and across organisations, and excludes less powerful males and all
women from membership

For a woman in management, the task of breaking into the male dominated club can
prove difficult, and she can be denied policy information, opportunities, contacts, and
social support (Davidson and Cooper, 1992). These difficulties, on top of trying to
maintain a family and home, create enonuous pressures on women in management,
which may manifest themselves in a variety of undesirable ways, for example, facing
greater pressures and stress than working men (Linehan, 2001). Rosener (1997)
reports that one of the ways women are consciously excluded by men from the old
boy’s network is through competency testing - repeatedly having to prove oneself and
having to do so more often that their male counterparts. Maintaining male only
networks is a form of self-preservation (Oakley, 2000). These male dominated
networks are traditionally composed of individuals who hold powerful positions
within an organisation.

This is a cyclical process whereby organisational power

structures determine access to the opportunity to use informal networks and the
networks determine power structures (Cross and O’ Brien, 2005). As a result, the
socially exclusive old boy’s network from which 35% of women managers still feel
excluded, and which management theorists name as a continuing and serious obstacle
to women’s career advancement is still in existence (Me Carthy, 2004).

According to Powell (1993), women’s lack of advancement to high levels of
management often results from having less fully developed informal networks than
men. Davidson and Cooper (1992) suggest that although networking with female
contemporaries is a useful support system, until more women gain senior positions in
management, women will have to learn how to successfully break into the male
dominated networking system, particularly at senior levels. Davidson and Cooper
(1992) believe that breaking into the male-dominated networking system is important
because:
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Politics and networking are bound up with power, and unfortunately the power
is still held predominantly by men (1992: 129).

Ledvinka and Scarpello (1991) similarly note that women may be as adept as men in
forming networks, but their networks are less effective because they are not as well
integrated in organisations. As Cross and O’ Brien (2005) posit, networking and
mentoring are interconnected in a crucial way. Access to powerful male mentors is
afforded to those who are engaged in the male informal network. Because women are
excluded from this network, access to mentoring relationships can then create another
difficulty faced by female managers and in particular following maternity leave.

2.3.2 Mentoring
Mentoring is not a new concept.

Its origins can be traced back as far as Greek

mythology where Odysseus entrusted the education of his son, Telemachus to a wise
counsellor. Mentor (Cross, 2007). Mentor’s role was to educate Telemachus through
encouragement and guidance. Little has changed over the centuries, with the term
used in the organisational context in the same way (Cross, 2007). One of the more
recent definitions of a mentor is offered by Singh et al., (2002; 391) and describes
mentors as:

Individuals with advanced experience and knowledge who are committed to
providing upward support and mobility to their proteges careers.

These individuals are nonnally highly placed within an organisation and hold a
position of influence. They have already gained the prerequisite experience and status
needed to promote and support the career of the less experienced individual. As
Young and Perrewe state, both work together in a mutually agreed upon relationship
(2004; 104).

Mentoring is widely acknowledged as a critical step in career progression for both
men and women (O’ Neill and Blake-Beard 2002; Parker and Kram 1993; Morrison et
al, 1987; Kram 1985). Research, however, continually suggests that while mentoring
relationships are important for men, they are essential for female managers, as women
face greater organisational, individual and interpersonal obstacles to career
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advancement than their male counterparts (Wanberg, Welsh and Hezlett, 2003;
Raggins et ai, 1998; Burke and McKeen, 1997, Raggins 1989, Kanter 1984). An
extensive empirical study conducted by Tharenou, (2005b) with over 3,000 people
working in Australia demonstrates how career-support mentoring can help women’s
advancement more than men’s.

Tharenou (2005b) explains that the evidence

consistently reveals that women have more obstacles to their career progression than
men; women may need sponsorship, challenging work, and coaching to gain
promotion more than their male counterparts.

Tharenou (2005b) additionally

highlights the importance of the support being career support, rather than
psychosocial support, as it is this career support which can assist with career
progression. As Wirth (2001: 129) encapsulates:

Women benefit particularly from mentoring as it can increase their visibility,
bestow greater legitimacy and allow access to key male executives.

Mentors are viewed as particularly critical in assisting women who want to break
through the glass ceiling. Regardless of the difficulties associated with engaging in a
mentoring relationship, research highlights the importance for a woman’s career
advancement, of having a mentor (Cross, 2007). One of the key recommendations of
an International Labour Office report is that in order to compete with men on a par,
women must have access to mentors at the highest levels (Wirth, 2004). The lack of
women available to act as mentors is also reflected in a further difficulty which exists
for female managers; namely that there are few women available to act as female role
models.

2.3.3 Role Models and Token Women
Role models are said to be critical to successfully developing young aspiring
managers (Singh et ai, 2006). The importance of role models for female managers is
highlighted by Vinkenburg and Van Engen (2005). They note that women holding
senior organisational positions act as role models and encourage younger women to
fulfil their potential as leaders in the future. As Collins and Singh (2006: 25) note:
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The presence of women in senior positions provides a message to ambitious
women that although there are few women in the most senior positions, it is
possible for women to achieve their full potential and attain leadership roles.

The significance of this lack of female role models is evident in a Catalyst report on
the barriers facing women in management (Catalyst, 2003). The respondents noted
that a lack of female role models was the second most significant barrier to career
success, after stereotyping. In a recent study conducted by Singh et ai, (2006), the
findings highlight that the women in their study do not include very many senior
businesswomen as role models; neither did they use male business leaders:

Most of the sample had multiple role models, and preferred close or near role
models to those more distant and not personally known to the user (Singh et ai,
2006: 78).

A British study conducted by Davidson and Cooper, (1984) indicated that female
managers experienced higher pressure levels from what is referred to as stress factors
both at work, at home and within the individual herself

They also experienced

greater manifestations of stress than did male managers. Women in junior and middle
management experienced the highest occupational stress levels. They lacked female
role models, and felt exposed to sex role stereotyping. They felt pressure to achieve
and believed their treatment was unfair in relation to prospects of promotion and
career advancement (Alvesson and Billing, 1997).

One issue relating to the lack of female role models is that of tokenism. Kanter
(1977) chose the term tokens or solos for the under-representation of female senior
managers.

Kanter observed that token women in large organisations are highly

visible and subject to greater performance pressures than their male counterparts.
According to Freeman (1990), being a token woman not only means having no female
peer support, but also working in an environment which provides no female role
models to senior positions. Women managers in token positions are subjected to
isolation imposed by males at work, which in itself can restrict social and business
life. Research has shown that female role models in higher managerial positions act
as important influences in terms of career aspirations for other women (Freeman,
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1990). But, as in the case of female mentors mentioned above, the relative scarcity of
women in senior managerial positions makes its difficult for m.iddle m.anagement
women to find both female role models and female mentors.

A study conducted by the Equality for Women Measure states that the differing style
of management between male and female counterparts can impose a barrier to token
women (2004: 6):

Traditionally, many organisations embrace a male-oriented management style
where direct and aggressive behaviour is the norm.

This is so firmly

established in business culture that it is frequently accepted as the only way to
lead.

This perception is reinforced by a lack of female role models. Consequently, female
managers who return to work following maternity leave often need guidance and
assistance because of a lack of female role models. This is reiterated by Freeman
(1990) and Davidson and Cooper (1984) who simultaneously believe that female role
models in higher managerial positions positively influence the careers of other
women. A female manager’s choice however determines whether or not she would
like to be a role model. In the next section, an analysis of the career choices of the
female manager is discussed.

2.3.4 Career Choices of the Female Manager
As Broadbridge and Parsons (2005: 82) argue, the life cycle position of women can
create various constraints and will affect the choices women can make. They posit
that an argument can be made that career choices do not necessarily reflect the
preferences of women. Career success has been identified as the:

Positive psychological or work related outcomes or achievements that the
individual accumulates as a result of work experiences (Seibert et al., 1999:
417)

In terms of making decisions about the shape and direction of one’s career, Arnold
(1997) proposes that career decision making is more than simply deciding what type
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of occupation to enter and expands the concept to include a wealth of career
decisions, such as whether to return to employment after having children, whether to
apply for a particular job or whether to accept that job if offered. The concept of selfefficacy in career decision-making thus cannot be overlooked.

Bandura (1977)

defined self-effieacy as the extent to which a person believes that he or she can
perform the behaviours required in any given situation. Arnold (1997) reports that in
general women have a lower sense of self-efficacy than their male counterparts, this
being particularly true in relation to more maseuline activities.

WTen discussing the issue of career decision-making it is useful to examine the
concept of the mommy track.

This concept was first coined relative to women

lawyers and was noted in a New York Times artiele (Williams, 2000: 72). It refers to
women who want to combine paid work along with unpaid caring responsibilities in
the home (Benschop and Doreward, 1998). As Benschop and Dorewaard (1998) note
this track can lead to women working part-time, or, to a deceleration of the woman’s
career, in response to balaneing the demands of motherhood with the demands of full
time working. This is the result of employers instituting different eareer paths for
women who expect to have children than for those who do not (Auerbach, 1990).
Rhode (2001) however argues that ehoosing to work part-time on a mommy-track can
stigmatise women as not being serious about their careers and permanently damage
their chances of reaching senior positions. A study eonducted by Noonan and
Corcoran (2004) in the USA, found that lawyers were promoted to partnership level
and these findings indicate support for the proposition that women who have taken
time out of the labour force to attend to child care responsibilities are less likely to
become partners; they also earn less if they do become partners.

In Ireland, legislation exists that reeognises an employee’s entitlement to remain in
employment while combining caring and family responsibilities. Because women
bear children, many seek to take more time off work in mid-career than men, but
many firms remain intolerant of absence (Economist, 2005b). Indeed, many believe
that in the workplace, women of ehildbearing age are often viewed as potential
liabilities, whieh could cost a company time, money and productivity during their
pregnancies and motherhood (Quinlan, 2007a).
explores maternity leave.
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Maternity Leave

Maternity protection of women at work has been of core importance to the
International Labour Organisation since its establishment in 1919. The Maternity
Protection Convention, 1919 (No. 3) was among the first international labour
standards adopted. It laid out the basic principles of maternity protection: the right to
leave, the right to cash and medical benefits, the right to job security and the right to
nursing breaks during working hours (ILO, 2000).

The extent of maternity and

parental leave in Ireland is low compared to other European countries, though recent
legislation, partly in response to an EU Directive, has improved the provision
(McGinnity and Russell, 2008).

A pregnant employee, working in Ireland is currently entitled to 26 weeks maternity
leave and is also entitled to 16 consecutive weeks additional maternity leave
beginning immediately after the end of the 26 weeks. An employee who wishes to
return to work following maternity leave, is entitled to return, with the same
employer, or to a new owner, to the same job, under the same contract, and under
terms and conditions that are not less favourable that those that would have applied to
the employee and incorporate any improvement to the terms and conditions to which
the employee would have been entitled if she had not been absent (The Equality
Authority, 2005). The Maternity Protection Acts 1994 and 2004 protect employees
from unlawful dismissal. Any notice of termination or suspension of employment
which is due to expire during the employee’s absence on the various types of leave is
extended by the relevant period of absence from work (The Equality Authority, 2005).

Workplace pregnancy, maternity leaves, and childcare issues often constitute
transitions in the lives of employed women. However, identity and role struggles may
be particularly acute for managerial and professional women because their careers and
their traditional female roles seem at odds (Martin, 2004; Martin 1990, 2000; Sigel,
1996; see Jamieson, 1995; Mock & Bruno, 1994; Schwartz, 1989, 1992; Wood &
Conrad, 1983).

Despite legal protection, each year almost half of the 440,000

pregnant women in Great Britain experience some form of disadvantage at work,
simply for being pregnant or taking maternity leave (Cannon, 2005). In Ireland, a
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ruling from the Employment Appeals Tribunal in 2007 won a case for a woman who
was unfairly dismissed from her job due to her pregnancy. The ChainA^oman of the
tribunal, Ms. Niamh O’ Carroll-Kelly said:

Having heard the uncontradicated evidence and submissions of this case the
tribunal is satisfied that the claimant's dismissal by the respondent was due to
her pregnancy. The dismissal is therefore unfair (in Ryan, 2008: 1).

Another Irish woman who claimed she was passed over for promotion and
discriminated against when she became pregnant was awarded more than €56,000 by
the Equality Tribunal. The Equality Authority welcomed the decision, describing
pregnancy-related discrimination as a very blunt, overt form of discrimination (The
Equality Authority, 2008: 1).

Paid maternity leave and paid or unpaid parental leave are now available throughout
Europe. Ireland has a minimal parental leave regime defined in terms of short length,
no payment and very limited flexibility.

Six European Union member states,

including Ireland, make no payment to parents taking parental leave. According to
□even and Moss, (2002) a respectable number of mothers take leave, most fathers do
not, and one reason for this is that in most (European) states financial support during
parental leave is non-existent or limited. In Ireland, the Parental Leave Act 1998, as
amended by the Parental Leave (Amendment) Act 2006, allows parents in Ireland to
take parental leave from employment in respect of some children - leave can be taken
in respect of a child up to eight years of age. If a child was adopted between the age
of six and eight, leave in respect of that child may be taken up to two years after the
date of the adoption order. In the case of a child with a disability, leave may be taken
up to 16 years of age. In addition, an extension may also be allowed where illness or
other incapacity prevented an employee taking the leave within the normal period.
'\Miile on paternity leave, a parent is not entitled to pay from his/her employer nor is
he/she entitled to any social welfare payment equivalent to Maternity Benefit or
Adoptive Benefit (The Equality Authority, 2008).

Insh parents, in a study conducted by Fine-Davis et al, (2004) expressed feelings of
pressure around taking parental leave entitlements and availing of family friendly
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policies at work. Maternity and childcare issues most obviously affect parents, but
they are themselves shaped by the wider policies of work-life balance and workplace
culture.

The decision not to partake in the long-hours culture due to childcare

responsibilities is a decision made in relation to the individual workplace culture, and
this may be easy or difficult depending on the company ethos. The provision of
childcare facilities and flexible working policies that take account of caring
responsibilities have recently been the focus of policy makers. There are no statutory
regulations for the care of children over the age of six. Parents of this age group of
children still need childcare if they are working outside the home, unless they have
access to flexible working conditions that allow them to finish work in time to pick up
their children from school (Redmond et al., 2006). Many women have chosen to
remain in, or to return to, the labour market when they start a family and, in that
context, are entitled to the protections afforded by legislation on employment and
equality (National Women’s Strategy, 2007).

Maternity and childcare entitlements at statutory level must also be supported by a
workplace environment that takes seriously the responsibilities of working parents
(Redmond et al., 2006). The significant rise in the rate of female employment has not
been matched by increased provision of childcare.

Women are also utilising

maternity and paternal leave to a greater extent, which suggests that they are choosing
to stay in the labour market and avail of leave and flexible arrangements more now
than before (Redmond et al., 2006).

Under Irish Law, a woman is entitled to

maternity or adoptive leave when in employment, regardless of time served. Under
the Adoptive Leave Act 1995, as amended by the Adoptive Leave Act 2005, only the
adoptive mother is entitled to avail of adoptive leave from employment, except in the
case where a male is the sole adopter (The Equality Authority, 2008). The adoptive
mother is entitled to 24 weeks adoptive leave and 16 weeks additional unpaid
adoptive leave after the initial adoption leave ends (The Equality Authority, 2008).
Some Irish organisations, offer staff enhanced maternity leave to be taken at an
employee’s own expense. A staff member who avails of such leave is guaranteed the
right to return to work at the end of this period (Goughian, 2000).

Scott (1993)

reported that the percentage of mothers failing to return to work was reduced, from
24% to 12%, when a generous family-leave package for maternity leave was
provided. It is believed that when parental leave is a family entitlement, mothers, in
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general, avail of such leave (Bruning and Plantenga, 1999). In Ireland, in 2001, 84%
of all employees who availed of parental leave were women (Coates, 2004).

In Ireland, the short parental leave period contributes to many mothers of young
children being in work. During the economic boom of the latter part of the 1990s,
mothers faced little difficulty choosing their working hours (OECD, 2003). However,
with weakening labour demand, there is a risk that parents will have fewer
opportunities to achieve their preferred working hours and adjust them with changing
family circumstances (OECD, 2003). Approximately, only one in four mothers return
to their previous employer upon expiry of parental leave, while another 25% of
mothers whose leave expires also return to work, but do so by changing employer in
order to facilitate working part-time or working limited hours in the so-called
marginal employment. There is no legal right to work part-time in Ireland, in contrast
to many European countries. Some countries, for example Germany and Holland
introduced a guaranteed right to work part-time for all employees. France took this
initiative further by including parents while implementing the European Directive on
part-time work in 1997 (Gomick and Meyers, 2003).

The Irish response to this

directive, the Protection of Employees (Part-time) Act 2001, laid emphasis on
improving the quality of part-time work in temis of conditions of work and
remuneration (O’ Connell et al., 2003).

Part-time work, along with job-sharing,

flexitime and teleworking are all work arrangements which are at the discretion of
individual employers.

For many women, working outside of the home, albeit full time or part-time can be a
struggle.

Many obstacles can hinder the working mother’s career path and while

some employers may offer flexi-time and job sharing, childcare can often cause the
greatest of problems.

In section 2.5, childcare is looked at, in particular, attention to

the problems working women can encounter in relation to childcare arrangements.

2.5

Childcare problems effecting Irish Working Mothers

Childbirth is a major determinant of female labour force behaviour, while becoming a
father hardly affects paternal employment behaviour (OECD, 2003). The issues of
childcare and caring responsibilities often prevent women’s equal access to the labour
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market. Employment on an equal basis to men is seen as a precondition for women’s
economic independence (National Forum on Europe, 2007).

It is reported that

women, who take time out of the labour force for caring, face considerable barriers
when they seek to return to employment (National women strategy, 2007).

Mother

returners, who take time out to care for their children, often end up in non-regular
employment. Once in non-regular work, through flow to regular employment is very
difficult to obtain (OECD, 2003). Women who remain in the workforce find that
access to affordable childcare and to other caring services to support family
commitments can be a challenge (National women strategy, 2007).

In Ireland, a

Forum on the Workplace of the Future Report Working to our advantage- a National
Workplace Strategy (2005: 62) noted:

Provision of childcare is a key factor in women's participation in work, and
access and affordability in this area remains one of the biggest barriers to
women 's participation. Ireland stands out as one of the EU countries where
having one or more children under 15 has a significant dampening effect on
women’s employment rates.

Spillane, (2007) reinforces this viewpoint, stating that central to parents and the
workplace is childcare. Workers need to be supported to allow them to combine
employment with family and personal commitments; this is what underpins work-life
balance:

Childcare is one of the biggest issues, the costs are huge. Until it’s affordable,
it’s an impediment.

There is very little sharing of care between men and

women, with women taking the brunt of responsibility (Melia, 2008).

One-in-three working mothers say they are less likely to be promoted since having a
child. Parents are spending over one hour and 15 minutes on the daily round trip to
childcare, work, and back again. Among parents of pre-school children, the average
commute increases to one hour and 24 minutes. The stark results highlight how many
Irish working mothers believe they are at a disadvantage in the workplace compared
with childless women and men (O’Sullivan and Shanahan, 2005).
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Women’s employment status is more directly affected by childcare responsibilities
than men’s (Melia, 2008). The Gender Equality Unit states that:

The numbers of women working full-time decreased with increased number of
children. The numbers working part-time increased up to the second child, and
then began to decline with three children or more. The numbers of women not
in the labour force increased with increased numbers of children, from
approximately dOVo of women without children, to 66% of those with four or
more children (2004; 34).

Thus, it can be seen that childcare issues are a barrier to women’s employment and
training opportunities, as well as a constraint on women who are in the workforce
(Redmond et al., 2006). Redmond et al., (2006) state that these are important issues
that must be negotiated by women in order to increase their career prospects. Coveney
et al., also state that:

The issue of childcare is also at the centre of a series of multi-layered problems
which women must attempt to resolve if they want to be part of the public
sphere of work and training while they are at the same point in their lives
involved in the private domestic sphere of their children and family life (1998:
1).

Childcare can be one of the main difficulties for working mothers - trying to secure
childcare that is best for their child while balancing a career. A study by Drew et al.,
(2003), noted that family-based and work-based care is preferred over childminding
care by both men and women. From this, Redmond et al, (2006) suggest that
although parents currently use childminding in high proportions, this may be due to a
lack of provision of other more desirable services. In cases where women avail of
career breaks to care for their infants themselves, it has been found that they often
experience significant barriers to re-entering the workforce, especially at a level
comparable to their previous employment (Redmond et al., 2006).

Childcare

responsibilities were found to be the main reason why certain portions of the
workforce are availing of family friendly work arrangements. This however, is more
likely to be the case for female employees (Drew et al., 2003).
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Mothers and fathers have divergent preferences in relation to both childcare and
work-life balance arrangements. Men would prefer childcare to be by their partner in
the family home, while women would prefer to have a relative mind their children.
Fathers would also prefer flexible full-time hours and working from home while
mothers want to work reduced hours (Drew et al., 2003). Drew et ai, state that:

Adequate childcare facilities need to he introduced by all large firms so that
people can work and still check up on their children, so that they are not
worrying about or paying ridiculous prices. It would also take a lot of stress off
parents who are rushing through traffic to collect their children (Drew et ai,
2003: 118).

The emphasis now being placed by the EU on the need for childcare as a labour
market support, illustrate just how much childcare support is needed. The Barcelona
Summit in 2002 established targets which require European Union Member States to
make childcare available by 2010 to 90% of children. This represents children aged
between three and the mandatory school age which on average is five years of age.
Given the relatively recent growth in the numbers of working mothers in Ireland, the
supply of childcare places cannot catch up with demand (National Women’s Strategy,
2007). The implementation of the National Childcare Strategy was facilitated through
the Equal Opportunities Childcare Programme 2000-2006 (EOCP) as an element of
the National Development Plan 2000-2006.

There was such an increase in the

numbers of women in employment and the associated demand for childcare places
that the initial funding package proved inadequate and was increased. By the end of
2006, the EOCP had provided for the creation of 31,750 new childcare places
(National women’s strategy, 2007).

Although the EOCP is proving positive, lack of good childcare facilities is frequently
cited as the main cause for low levels of labour market participation by women. As
Lynch (2007: 1) states the marriage bar (which forced women to retire from state jobs
once they had got married) might have gone, but the child bar is taking its place. An
ESRI report also found that the lack of affordable, quality childcare was a key factor
in women’s decisions to remain at home (Russell et ai, 2002). Leave arrangements.
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financial support for families with children and the availability of affordable quality
childcare bear on maternal (and far less often, paternal) employment decisions
(OECD 2003). Keher’s (1995) research findings states that to combine career and
motherhood can be very challenging and difficult for women; it impedes career
development and takes time away from family life. Keher’s research (1995) states that
most women believe that taking maternity leave does not effect their career
development.

Interestingly, however, three times as many women with children

compared to women without children believe that their career prospects or image
would be adversely affected by maternity leave. The high cost and poor availability
of childcare has a significant impact on women’s employment:

Although Irish female activity rates have been catching up with the EU average,
the activity rates for women with young children remain very low compared to
elsewhere in Europe. Irish women with children under five had the lowest rate
ofparticipation in the EU, dbYo compared to an EU mean ofbOYo (Equality for
Women Measure, 2004).

This is further confirmed by research conducted by Fitzgerald (2007: 16) who notes
that:

This is a sub-optimal situation, and public policy, should, 1 believe, be directed
towards easing the tensions that women experience so often having to choose
between work and child-bearing, for example, by facilitating childcare for
working mothers.

Affordable friendly childcare needs to become more apparent if the amount of
mothers going out to work continues (Millar, 2008). In Ireland, women are juggling
work and children in the most complex manner - often at an incredible cost to
themselves and probably not to the benefit of their children either.

Adequate

childcare provision is not about economic growth at all costs, it is rather a way of
spreading the caring burden in an enlightened and democratic manner (Collins and
Wickham, 2001).
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The difficulties of combining work and family life lead some workers to significantly
alter their decisions about whether to have children or not, and if so, how many
(Redmond et al., 2006). The OECD points out that:

For some potential parents having children or having as many as desired and
fulfilling labour market aspirations have been mutually exclusive activities
(2003:10).

Females may often feel compelled to make the choice of whether to become a parent
or not. The next section explores women who chose their career over becoming a
parent.

2.5.1 The Childless Female
Despite a growing number of women in management, large surveys of women and
men in management invariably come up with much gendered patterns of marital status
and childlessness (Wajcman, 1999; Still, 1993). Hewlett (2002b) reports that 59 per
cent of female managers are childless compared to 29 per cent of male managers.
Family-friendly workplaces and work-life balance discourses and practices have done
little to reverse the growing trend of childlessness amongst women managers and
provide the context for considering the notion that to be childless is a choice (Wood
and Newton, 2006). Many workers recognise the conflicts between what may be
called two greedy institutions that of family and work

(Franzway, 2000), and

Governments, unions and businesses have attempted to introduce family-friendly
policies on the economically rationalist grounds of establishing a more productive
workforce, as much as through concern for the future of the family (Anon, 2002).
Such policies have not had the intended impact (Wood, and Newton, 2006).

Liff and

Ward (2001) argue that the scarcity of women in senior management is not a result of
their lack of interest in such positions. In Liff and Ward’s UK research, interviews
with 52 managers were conducted to explore the assessment by male and female
junior management of senior positions. Junior managers believed that motherhood
would spell the end of their career, in spite of organisations expressing their
commitment to equality and family-friendly policies (Liff and Ward, 2001). Wood
and Newton (2006) also found this plausible given the very small number of senior
women with children represented at this level.
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Research on women who do not have children illustrate that they consider their career
goals are important, and they see these goals as under threat or irreconcilable with
motherhood given the present labour and social policies in Ireland (Redmond et al.,
2006). Individual workplaces are often experienced as stressful by working parents
due to the competing pressures of work and domestic life. According to Redmond et
al., flexible working practices are beneficial in many respects for harmonising the
two, but more needs to be done to ensure that all parents have equal access to flexible
working practices. Some employers, and also colleagues of employees with caring
responsibilities, are concerned that the absence of staff that are availing of flexible
work arrangements increases pressure on other staff to maintain a presence at work
and to deliver on targets (Drew and Murtagh, 2005). Furthennore, there is some
evidence that this can lead to resentment, with those without children or other caring
responsibilities believing that they make a bigger commitment than those availing of
family fnendly working arrangements.

However, overall it is worth noting that

Hogarth et al, (2001) found that employees were less concerned than employers
about any potential unfairness arising from work-life balance practices.
Reasons for choosing not to have children are complex and responses to childfree
women are likely informed largely by gender role expectations (Ireland, 1993; Freud,
1949). One such observation was made by Byrne (2000) who studied single childfree
women living in Ireland and found that the women were regularly asked about their
single status, including their child freedom. Byrne noted that the women were often
regarded as too selfish to have a child (2000). Voluntarily childless women have
higher incomes, are more likely to be employed in professional or managerial
positions, and have longer work histories than other childless women or women with
children (Abma and Martinez, 2006).Dempsey (2007) states that;

Many women are working very hard and doing very well. Taking time out to
have a child is always difficult; after that, your loyalties will be divided and
with children, crises do occur, which can mean taking more time off.

For some females, the decision not to become a parent occurs early on in life, while
others have reported that being childless was not a conseious decision for them.
Many times, one’s career dictates the path of childlessness in their personal lives
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(Gore, 2002). Career satisfaction and success as a motive to remain childless is
described more so by women, than by men (Park, 2005).

The increase in

childlessness may reflect the acceptance of diversity and a weakening of normative
ideals for marriage and motherhood for all women, given the potential scope of
childlessness among women in the future (Wood and Newton, 2006).

For many

women in management, the recognition of long working hours does not support
appropriate parenting and because of this reason decide not to have children (Wood
and Newton, 2006).

In the following section, flexible working arrangements are

analysed and discussed.

2.6

Flexible Working Arrangements

Flexible working hours involve a continuous choice on behalf of employers,
employees or both, regarding the amount and the temporal distribution of working
hours (Janssen and Nachreiner, 2004). Flexible working provides employees with an
opportunity to balance work with personal activities and responsibilities. For some
employees, such practices mean working hours which allow them to avoid the delays
at peak travel times thereby reducing the lengthy commute times to and from work
(Cahill, 2003). Increasing participation by women in the labour force has been a key
factor in the promotion of flexible working arrangements (Drew et al., 2003).
Research undertaken in 2002 showed that while supervisors and line managers were
generally supportive of flexible working arrangements, some believed that they had to
manage the fallout, and generally try to ensure that the work unit did not suffer (Drew
and Daverth, 2009).

Resulting from this would be an issue that many female

managers may have to deal with on their return to the workplace following maternity
leave, both from their own perspective on flexible working arrangements and that of
their of the employees they manage (Waumsley and Houston, 2009).

Callender (2007) states that all workers should unite in support of the idea that the
modem Irish workplace should facilitate flexible working arrangements that enables
parents to combine work, family and other interests and commitments; and allow all
workers of whatever age, to achieve a good balance between paid work and other
interests in their lives. There are several reasons for the growing proportion of women
in the workforce, including later marriage and childbirth, a higher propensity to return
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to work after having children, structural changes in industry with the decline of male
dominated manual manufacturing jobs. A social pressure for greater equality of
opportunity between women and men is another factor (Drew et al., 2003).

Gale (1999) contends that for women in management positions the burdens placed
upon them are significant, and often happen at a time in their lives when they are
trying to juggle the requirements of young families, ageing parents and developing
their own careers. In a survey conducted by the CIPD in the UK (2002) the findings
highlight the impact of family responsibilities on female career progression. Almost
one in three women (28%) face the difficulty of having to downgrade their career
expectations as a result of having children and the same number believed their career
was no longer on track.

Women were twice as likely as men to cite family

commitments or lack of family friendly policies as a primary reason for the change
(CIPD, 2002). The CIPD (2002) also stated that prevalence of flexible working was
highest in the service industries and the public sector, whereas only 29% of parents
working in manufacturing or production had such options open to them.
Dex and Smith (2002) found that 90% of managers with experience of family friendly
working arrangements considered that they were cost effective. As more women have
entered the labour force, the interface of work and family/personal life has become
increasingly important. The interaction between the workplace and life outside work
is becoming increasingly complex for working parents, as they endeavour to balance
work and caring responsibilities (Fine Davis et al., 2005). The availability of flexible
working arrangements is of central importance to working mothers when trying to
maintain or access employment (Fine-Davis et al., 2005).

However, it is often women with children who work full time who are often the most
resentful of other female staff who avail of flexible working arrangements (FineDavis et al., 2005).

Comparing attitudes to part-time work and job sharing with

attitudes to flexible working, it is clear that attitudes to flexible working are far more
positive or tolerant to part-time working and job sharing (Fine-Davis et al., 2005).
Thus, it would seem that people will be less fearful of using flexible hours than they
will be of working part-time or job sharing, given the perceptions of others (FineDavis et al., 2005).
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However, despite the efforts made by employers to implement family friendly
working arrangements, a number of factors appear to deter employees from taking up
arrangements to improve the reconciliation of work and family commitments (Drew
et al., 2003). Furthermore, difficulties experienced by colleagues who chose to work
flexibly suggest that these concerns are commonplace. Drew et al., (2003) state that
the barriers come under a range of headings summarised below:

Lack of knowledge of what is available or acceptable
Lack of supporting infrastructure and technology
Heavy workloads
Concern in relation to the reaction of managers and colleagues
Concern in relation to career prospects
Not being able to afford options that would imply a reduction in income
Lack of knowledge in relation to family friendly working arrangements.

The barriers referred to above are complex, and particularly with respect to obstacles
presented by excessive workloads, the attitudes of managers and colleagues, and the
impact on career prospects are linked to the overall culture of the organisation (Drew
et al., 2003).

Dex and Smith (2002) found that in Britain, the provision of family friendly policies
relating to working at home and childcare was associated with greater employee
commitment. There is an increasing acknowledgement within the labour market of the
need to provide flexible family friendly working conditions (Quinlan, 2007b).

Emmott and Hutchinson (1998: 238) state that flexible working can result in increased
motivation and job satisfaction, and the ability to balance more effectively work and
family responsibilities:

As women form a larger part of the workforce, many employees have developed
family-friendly policies which effectively customise working patterns to suit
employee’s individual circumstances.
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The number of flexible policies within the workplace would appear to reflect a family
friendly working environment, and an organisational commiteent to accommodating
employee needs.

Men working in organisations with a greater number of

arrangements in place were found to experience lower levels of work-life conflict; this
was also found to be associated with less work pressure for men and women (Russell
et al, 2007).

These findings suggest that organisational commitment to family

friendly working arrangements may be beneficial to all employees and not just those
who take up these options (Russell et al., 2007). Because of these factors, companies
are introducing flexible arrangements to maintain a work-life balance.

Some

examples of flexible working arrangements will be discussed below:

2.6.1 Flexitime
Flexi time schemes, originally introduced during the 1980s, allow workers flexibility
in their starting and finishing times, outside a specified core time, provided a set
volume of hours are worked over a specific remuneration period (Employment
Equality Agency, 1996). Firms have recognised that flexitime costs nothing in
administration and training costs (Preece and Filbeck, 1999) while according to
several studies, flexi time is related positively to variables such as turn-over,
organisational commitment, absenteeism, job satisfaction and health complaints
(Scandura and Lankau, 1997; Thomas and Ganster, 1995;

Pierce and Newstrom,

1983; Narayanan and Nath, 1982;). According to research conducted by Drew et al.,
(2003), flexi time was available to some staff in 52% of the firms surveyed, making it
the second most common flexible working practice with part-time working being the
first. Though flexi time allows employees to arrange, more effectively, their working
time to fit in with commitments outside of the workplace, as well as easing the
difficulties of commuting to work, management and staff concerns still exist
(Humphreys et al., 2000). The range of flexible working policies available suits the
needs of a diverse workforce in many different ways. For example, flexitime may suit
those who commute long distances to work, as well as those who need to
accommodate childcare arrangements in their schedule (Redmond et al., 2006). There
are numerous types of flexi time arrangements however that employees can avail of
Some of these are:
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Annualised hours
This scheme means that an employee is contracted to work a defined number of hours
per year rather than per week. Working time can be scheduled to deal with seasonal
variations and fluctuations in the demands of the business throughout the year - for
example an employee may work longer hours at one time of the year and shorter
hours at another (Work-Life Balance, 2008). For workers, the benefits of annualised
hours include more time off, a higher level of guaranteed earnings, greater
predictability and stability (Coughlan, 2000). For some employees, however, call
outs to use reserve or extra hours which are owed by the worker to the organisation
can cause problems. Employees with children, for example, may find it difficult if
not impossible to an'ange childcare at short notice (Stredwick and Ellis, 1998). Fleyes
and Purcell (1997), and Donaldson (1996) believe that family life may actually be
obstructed by annual hours schemes and shift working.

Part-time Working
Part-time working basically means working fewer hours than a comparable full time
worker in the same organisation (Work-Life Balance, 2008). The extent of part-time
working has increased in recent decades in most industrialised countries (O’ Reilly
and Fagan, 1998). In Ireland, the increase in part-time employment has been similar
to other European countries.

A study by Bielensky (1994) showed that where

employers initiated part-time employment to achieve perceived company needs, it
generally was low skilled and of variable hours to meet the need for flexibility.
According to the Work and Parents Taskforce (2001), part-time workers are perceived
as not being committed to their jobs and are more likely to be overlooked for
promotion.

Walton and Gaskell, (2001) noted that prejudice against part-time workers in the
virtual organisation may exist not because they are out of the office at specific times
of the week but because they are not contactable. Consequently, part-time employees
may feel under pressure to keep in contact with the workplace outside work hours.
Research was found that part-time workers leave work on time but spend the evenings
and weekends catching up with e-mails (Walton and Gaskell, 2001). To ensure the
success of any flexible working practice it is, therefore, essential to have the correct
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workload for reduced hours and appropriate tasks and appraisal according to the
amount of available time.

Part-time employment is not only significant in the services sector, it is also a
working arrangement overwhelmingly undertaken by women.

While in Ireland

women are four times more likely to work part-time than men, Ireland has a very high
proportion of its females in employment working full time (77%) which is markedly
higher than the EU average of 68% (Department of Social and Family Affairs, 2008).
In Ireland, part-time working has also fuelled the increase in women’s participation in
the labour force. This indicates that in Ireland more women are availing of this option
of flexible working than men, which is most probably due to the greater caring
responsibilities undertaken by women than by men (Redmond et al., 2006).
The National Women’s Council Head of Policy, Orla O’ Connor noted that workplace
cultures needed to change so that a working mother is not seen as less loyal to the
workplace. O’Connor states;

Family-friendly workplaces need to be there for everyone, including men. We
do hear anecdotally from a lot of women that they feel less likely to be promoted
because they have responsibilities outside the workplace and often have to leave
exactly at finishing time.

People must stop seeing working mothers as a

negative thing in the workplace, (in O’ Sullivan and Shanahan, 2005).

There are various forms of part-time working:

Fixed part-time working
This is the most popular model. The employee works a reduced number of hours per
day, or fewer days per week or even alternate weeks.

This system is easy to

understand and easy to manage (Work-Life Balance, 2008).

The Protection of

Employees (Part-Time Work) Act 2001 provides that employees should not be treated
less favourably than their equivalent full time counterparts in relation to conditions of
employment (Work-Life Balance, 2008).

Voluntary Reduced work-time
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This is a scheme whereby an employee is allowed to reduce working time for a
limited period with right to return to full-time work while keeping all full time
working rights during this time (Work-Life Balance, 2008).

Brennan (2008) states

that while the employee enjoys reduced working hours, a reduction in pay is also
adhered to. Voluntary reduced work time brings a new level of flexibility to the
security of a full time job. This suits people who want to spend time with their
children (Brennan, 2008).

2.6.2 Non-Statutory Leave Arrangements
Statutory entitlements include annual leave and maternity, adoptive, force majeure this is where an employee is entitled to leave with pay from his/her employment for
urgent family reasons (The Equality Authority, 2008), parental and carers leave.
These arrangements are legally bound for parents. However, apart from the statutory
leave arrangements, there are also a number of non-statutory leave entitlem.ents
available. These include;

Pa ternity lea ve
Paternity Leave is paid leave granted to fathers after the birth of a child, the extent
and availability of paternity leave varies. A number of Irish organisations have,
however, a policy of granting a father leave at the time of his child’s birth. Results of
the IBEC National Survey on Pay and Conditions of Employment in the
Manufacturing and Wholesale Distribution Sector, 1999, found a quarter of
respondents grant one or more days paternity leave (in Couglan, 2000).

Trinity

College for instance, allows three days paid leave to male staff on the adoption or
birth of a child (Work-Life Balance, 2008).

Compassionate or emergency leave
Most employers recognise a need for leave in emergency situations. Arrangements
vary from organisation to organisation and are frequently informal (Work-Life
Balance, 2008). Oxford Brooks University, in its Directorate of Human Resources
notes that compassionate leave is designed to support staff where the emergencies are
related to children or dependents (2008).

According to research by Work-Life

Balance (2008), it is in the employer’s best interest to provide compassionate or
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emergency leave. By doing so, they will be able to retain valued employees faced
v ith such a situation and to recruit staff who recognise the benefits of working for a
family friendly company. A formal agreement from such leave will also, help the
employer by cutting down on unscheduled absences taken to cover such a situation
(Work-Life Balance, 2008).

Term-time working
This system means that the employee works during the school terms but not during
the school holidays. It appeals, in particular, to parents of school going children.
Such arrangements ensure the skills of employees with school going children are
retained while facilitating their caring responsibilities during school holidays
(Humphreys et al, 2000). An Irish study by Drew et ai, (2002) found term-time
working to be available in 23% of those organisations surveyed. It was associated
with a relatively low level of availability - in 83% of the companies that had
ir.troduced term-time working; it was accessible to less than 5% of staff

Employment or career break
At certain stages in working life a break may be needed, for example to devote more
time to other matters or for personal development reasons. The facilitating of such
bleaks assist in retaining valued staff. A growing number of organisations provide
such breaks on either a formal or less structured basis (Humphreys et ai, 2000).
Career breaks were introduced by the Irish public sector on a pilot basis in 1984. By
1995, it was estimated that a total of 5,500 staff were on career breaks, over half of
w.iich worked in the health and education sectors (Humphreys et al, 2000). Gender
differences in relation to motivation for the break, however existed. Thirty-eight per
cent of women compared with only 13 per cent of men took career breaks for caring
ard domestic reasons (Humphreys et al, 1999). According to Stredwick and Ellis
(1998) a good employer will maintain regular communication with a staff member
tacing an employment break. The most common practice is for an employee to return
fo' a minimum of two to four weeks a year enabling him/her to keep his/her skills up
to date and providing an opportunity for additional training, if required.

Sabbaticals
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This is a period of absence from work, which may or may not be on full pay, and
duration is normally related to length of service, often between one and five years
(Work-Life Balance, 2008). This provides an opportunity for employees to take a
break from or reflect on their work, or engage in new activities (Work-Life Balance,
2008). The key aspect is to temporarily retire from the “rat race”, correct work/life
balance, and “recharge the batteries” (Hodges, 2005).

Job sharing
This is an arrangement to divide one full-time job or to share work between two
people with the responsibilities and benefits of the job both shared between them
(Work-Life Balance, 2008). According to the Work-Life Balance Committee (2008),
the job can be shared in a number of ways:
-on the basis of a split week
-on the basis of a split day
-on the basis of week on, week off
Good management and communication are essential to effective job sharing and this
can be assisted where the job sharer can build and operate close working relations
(Work-Life Balance, 2008).

Research indicates that job sharing is predominantly

practised by females as reflected in a study carried out by Fynes et al., (1996) where
74% of employees on job sharing were female.

According to Fynes et al., (1996) job sharing appears to be present longer in the
public than the private sector. Within the relevant public sector establishments, who
offer job sharing, over 20 per cent offered such arrangements prior to 1985.

In

contrast, within the private sector only two per cent of firms offered the opportunity to
share jobs prior to the mid 1980s. Such results may support the findings that 75 per
cent of private sector management perceived no advantages in job sharing (Fynes et
al., 1996)

Job splitting
This is an arrangement similar to job sharing except that the tasks involved in a full
time job are split between two people and each has responsibility for their own tasks
rather than being equally responsible for the whole job. The need for co-ordination is.
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therefore, reduced. An advantage of job splitting is that a job can be split in such a
way that certain tasks requiring particular skills can be grouped together. In addition,
in certain situations the working times of those who have split their job can also
overlap.

Work sharing
Work sharing is a development of the job sharing/job splitting concept which attempts
to achieve business tasks while allowing for a wider range of attendance patterns.
This arrangement requires a high level of employer/employee co-operation with a
view to achieving the tasks that make up the job (Work-Life Balance, 2008). It is
important that the tasks are clearly defined, targets identified and the level of service
decided upon before the workload is divided up. At this stage, the manager and
jobholders can agree on a system of work attendance to complete and work that best
accommodates the staff (Work-Life Balance, 2008).

Overall, flexible working is becoming more prominent in Irish companies due to more
females being employed in the workforce. The complexities of modem Ireland in
terms of changing socioeconomic conditions and perceptions of work, long commutes
and soaring childcare costs have made family friendly/work-life balance an issue of
importance for both employers and employees (Williams, 2005). In the following
section, work-life balance is described and analysed.

2.7

Work-Life Balance

Working mothers can often face difficulties in the workplace (Hudson, 2005).
Organisations are seeing however, that it is in their best interest to help these working
mothers (Hudson, 2005). Work-life balance can be defined as follows:

Human resource policies that organisations implement to respond to the family
oriented needs of their workers and may include policies regarding child and
elder care, flexible scheduling, and family leave (Friedman, 1990; 79).

There are many reasons why someone might be interested in work-life balance
working arrangements. It is a topic warranting explanation and research attention due
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to the limited Irish research currently detailing the complex phenomena of balancing
working life and family life in the modem day (Tyrkko, 2002: 107). Work-life
balance policies benefit employees by allowing flexibility in the workplace which
allows them to effectively combine work and family responsibilities as well as their
personal life (Work-life balance, 2008).

Hudson (2005: 2-3) states that:

To increase and sustain female representation in the workplace, it is not women
who need or are prepared to change: the onus is on employers increasingly to
be flexible or to adapt.

In terms of work-life balance, surveys have revealed that where employers get this
balance right it can result in reduced sick leave, fewer people taking early retirement
due to medical conditions and an improved relationship between employer and staff
(Curran, 2003).

Despite these many ways to help working mothers, many other

professional women come home to a second shift.

The phrase second shift was

coined by Hochschild (1989). In her examination of the gender strategies in ten
households, a wife does far more domestic work than the husband, in so far that she
does what amounts to a second shift, the first shift being her paid employment
(McGinnity and Helen, 2008). The rise in women’s labour market participation raises
the question of whether the traditional division of unpaid work has changed or if
women have simply taken on a dual burden or second shift (McGinnity and Helen,
2008). Hochschild (1989) believes that women continue to work this second shift
because their job is considered to be of less importance than their husband’s Job.

Meanwhile, IBECs Maria Cronin said 82 per cent of workplaces have introduced
some kind of flexible working for employees and that employers are learning all the
time as they do not want to lose valued, skilled staff (O’ Sullivan and Shanahan,
2005).

One of the main difficulties for women who return to their place of work following
matemity leave is to get their work-life balance correct, that is balancing their career
with their family life.

Flexible working arrangements are designed to help the

employee in this situation. According to the Central Statistics Office, 628,500 of Irish
women were engaged in the full time care of home/family in 1994, compared to
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551,900 in 2004 (in Allen, 2005). Societies, therefore, face a challenge, if they are to
bilance caring needs and paid work (Daly, 1996), However, research carried out by
Powell and Graves (2003) argue that ensuring a family friendly working environment
exists, requires an organisational culture in which employees are able to avail of these
pilicies.

Sommerland and Sanderson (1998) note that the greatest obstacle to women’s career
p'ogression identified by their study is the difficulty of achieving work-life balance.
Their study, therefore, indicates a demonstrable need for the adoption of policies on
^^ork-life balance by the professional bodies, and a need for employers to be more
flexible in accommodating and facilitating home working, reduced hours, and other
flexible working arrangements. However, if these areas of the organisation are not
adopted, this exclusionary culture could mean that women are less likely to develop
the sort of social capital necessary for promotion, and certainly is a significant factor
ir. hindering women’s career paths (Sommerland and Sanderson, 1998).
One possibility for mothers in their strategies to combine employment and parenthood
is to reduce their employment commitments at certain points in their lives, in order to
liberate time for the care of their children. This can be achieved through taking career
breaks and/or working part-time (Windebank, 1999). The choice of part-time, rather
than full time work, can enable women to stay in the workforce when balancing
caring responsibilities, and this has been a better long term benefit to career
progression than the option of withdrawing from the workforce for a period of time
(National Women’s Strategy, 2007).

Additionally, working mothers are stereotyped as not being serious or reliable enough
to take positions as managers because their priorities lean more towards raising a
family; this is often presented as either or argument, effectively advancing the myth
that successful executives are unable to manage multiple priorities.

Women,

therefore, are not regarded as seriously interested in career progression as their male
courterparts.

As reported by Collins-O’Sullivan (2003) there is a need for

organisations to implement practices, which incorporate greater flexibility and
innovative ways of operating, allowing women with families to advance in their
careers without being forced to make a choice between family and career.
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Legge (1998) has warned that the introduction of job sharing and other arrangements
to assist employees in balancing work and family demands may serve to collude with
the unequal distribution of domestic and childcare tasks, thus further reinforcing the
vertical and horizontal segregation of women in the workforce. However, research
conducted with 5,000 women performed by the health magazine Top Sante found nine
out of ten women were dissatisfied and stressed out by the pressures of work and
home; 80 per cent prefer not to work and be with their children (Harrington, 2002).
Such findings may reflect the results of various studies, which have shown that
women regardless of the hours they work outside the home take responsibility for the
household tasks and child rearing (Hochschild, 1989; Lewis and Cooper, 1987; Fleck,
1985).

Xerox UK, for example, due to its pioneering of work-life balance programme,
reported savings of one million pounds over the last five years (Fitzpatrick, 2005).
Holmstrom (2003) states that work-life balance is not in vogue simply because it is a
fashionable phrase, but because it leads to a raise in productivity for employers and
leads to a better quality of life for employees. However, the ultimate aim of most
work-life balance policies is to match the needs of employers and employees in
formulating working arrangements, and this is achieved to varying degrees through
flexible working policies (Redmond et al., 2006). The next section will explore some
of the work-life balance policies in Irish organisations.

2.7.1 Work-Life Balance in Irish Organisations
Work-life balance policies are those policies which help workers in combining
employment with their family life, caring responsibilities and personal and social life
outside the workplace (National Framework Committee for Work-Life Balance,
2002).

Demand for family friendly policies and work-life balance is steadily

increasing. In 1999, an Irish study revealed that, 36 per cent of new mothers in the
workforce called for more family friendly arrangements to enable them combine
family with work commitments (Brady et al., 1999). O’ Brien and Shemilt’s (2003)
research revealed that 80 per cent of fathers and 85 per cent of mothers believed
everyone should have a choice of balancing their work and home commitments in a
way that suits them. Their study explores the emergence of family friendly and work60
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life balance arrangements in Irish organisations from the perspective of the challenges
facing employers and employees.

Work-life balance is seen as a key characteristic of Ireland’s changing workforce, and
has been identified as a necessary policy in order to sustain and advance Ireland’s
economic growth (Redmond et al, 2006). Labour-force participation rates highlight
trends in economic activity as well as people’s engagement in different forms of
employment. The increased participation of women in the labour force has been a key
factor in the development of work-life balance policies. Ireland’s workforce has seen
rapid changes in recent years, not only through economic growth, but also in the
diversity of the workforce and their working patterns (Redmond et al., 2006). Worklife balance arrangements, have, therefore, become an equality issue as they provide
the only method for achieving continued labour market attachment, economic
independence and equality (ICTU, 2003).
Recent rapid economic growth in Ireland has been accompanied by a strong surge in
the number of women in employment, and this has led to a significant increase in the
proportion of dual-earner families (Russell et al., 2007) These changes have brought
the issue of reconciliation between work and care commitments to the fore. Flexible
working arrangements in firms have been identified as one important means of
balancing work and other commitments (Evans, 2001).

Many firms are now

implementing benefits for their staff Deloitte Touche is one company who offers
their staff five days paid paternity leave for new fathers on the birth of their child.
The company also offers reduced hours, job-sharing, flexible working day options,
phased return to work for those returning from maternity leave, and home working.
While Deloitte Touche does not provide an onsite creche, it does offer an emergency
childcare facility nearby and the cost of this service is paid for by the company.
Females who do take maternity leave are paid 70% of their salary during paid
maternity leave, and then the remaining 30% three months after their return to work
(Kennedy, 2008). Bank of Ireland staff, for example, can avail of a number of flexible
working arrangements, including part-time working and career breaks. Fathers are
entitled to five days paternity leave after one year of service. The leave must be taken
within four weeks of the child’s birth or homecoming. The bank also offers enhanced
parental leave: after 12 months with the company, employees are eligible for parental
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leave of up to one year, including the 14-week statutory entitlement for each child
under eight. Bank of Ireland also offers an enhanced maternity leave package, with
female staff being entitled to up to three months unpaid leave, in addition to their
statutory entitlements (Kennedy, 2008).

In recent years, employers have responded positively to demands for greater
flexibility in employment practices in order to improve staff morale, retention and
commitment (Forum on the Workplace of the Future, 2005). Ireland is similar to
other EU countries in terms of a gender divide in the accessing of flexible work
policies, with men tending to prefer options where there is no loss of pay or status,
whilst women often opt for reductions in working hours and job sharing (Fine Davis
et ai, 2004, Drew et al, 2003). In relation to these difficulties Humphreys et al.,
(1999: xi) state:

Women are far more likely to have to balance caring responsibilities outside
work with a long hours culture within the service itself often choosing job
sharing or ruling out promotion as a result. They are less likely than men to be
placed in high-profile, core activities within the service.
Thus, it can be seen that workplace culture often undermines official workplace
equality policies.

There is a gendered dimension to workplace culture and the

potential results of a negative workplace culture for women can be measured through
financial and status losses they have incurred throughout their employment (Redmond
et ai, 2006). Russell et al, (2002) conducted a study on Irish women’s experiences
of returning to employment, training and education after leaving the labour market for
some time, generally due to caring responsibilities. The respondents in their study
reported a range of experiences, including differing levels of desire to return to work
in the context of the difficulties it posed for childcare arrangements and the barriers
they faced in career progression. Some respondents reported being treated negatively
by their colleagues once they had children:

/ was treated as a completely different person to the person I would have been
before I had the child. Immediately, I was not in line for any type of career
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progression... therefore you kind of think - is it worth putting all that effort in?
Because I am not going to get any further (in Russell et al., 2002: 51)

Further researeh eonducted by Redmond et al., (2006) state that women can easily
lose confidence if they experience negative workplace environments. This may be
responsible for them leaving the labour market if their caring responsibilities are not
recognised and/or valued. As Drew et al., comment:

Flexible working arrangements are not a women’s issue, they are a people
issue.

All employees, irrespective of their family situation or personal

responsibilities, need and want to have greater balance between their lives
inside and outside work (2003: 28).
Previous research also found that long hours cultures do not incorporate current
patterns of working where childcare responsibilities and/or work-life balance needs
must be taken into account (Drew et al., 2003, O’ Connor 1999).
Similarly, more recent findings from Cross and Linehan’s (2006) study indicates,
however, that many Irish organisations do not have a culture which embraces the
concept of work-life balance.

Although organisations are aware of the need to

introduce work-life balance policies, they essentially are just paying lip service to
them (Cross and Linehan, 2006:34). This point is also echoed in an earlier CIPD
(2002) study examining the attitudes of employees to work, careers and parenting.
The findings highlight that although many organisations do offer some form of
flexible working:

Some underlying changes to company culture are still required before the
policies are fully accepted (CIPD, 2002: 5)

One such example can be seen by the Irish Government who rather than tackling
childcare issues, which might be interpreted as favouring working women over
women in the home, the Irish Government has instead followed safer, more neutral
policy options, such as increasing child benefit and individualising taxation. This has
led to clear tensions in Irish Government policy (O’ Hagan, 2005; Cullen et al., 2004).
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The EU Directive on which the Parental Leave Act is based allowed individual
countries to decide whether this should be paid or unpaid: Ireland chose to have
unpaid parental leave. This lack of payment means many parents cannot afford to
avail of it. The Parental Leave Act also gives ail employees limited paid leave for
family emergencies (force majeure leave) - 3 days in 12 months (Russell et al., 2007).

Since the tension between family and working life is a recently emerging problem in
Ireland, policy in this area has struggled a little to keep up with contemporary
developments (Drew and Bacik, 2006). It can be seen that many Irish women are
struggling with the impossible task of trying to balance a busy working life with
raising children and running the household - and are selling themselves short in terms
of social life, holidays and leisure persuits.

Therefore, demand for, and take up of

work-life balance options varies according to gender. Men are reluctant to avail of
family leave or flexible time arrangements; so, when women do, it impacts, or is
perceived to impact, adversely upon their careers since colleagues or superiors may
question their commitment to their professional role (Drew and Bacik, 2006). If worklife balance cannot be easily achieved, this it is likely that issues relating to workfamily conflict will emerge. Work-family conflict is the topic under discussion in the
next section.

2.8

Work Family Conflict

Wharton and Blair-Loy (2006) refer to work family conflict as a situation, in which
the demands of the work interfere with fulfilling family responsibilities. As long as it
is women who are the ones to step off the fast track to meet family responsibilities,
they will be at a competitive disadvantage in career advancement as it is presently
structured; the years during which women who want children must bear and raise
them are the key years in the struggle for career success (Rix and Stone, 1984).

The long hours culture is a component in both vertical and horizontal segregation. In
relation to horizontal segregation, the poor availability of policies to balance work and
life can mean that women either choose not to enter a sector, or leave when they have
children, with a high likelihood that they will not return. Vertical segregation is
where women are under-represented at senior levels in Irish workplaces, and in
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related decision making. In Ireland, while women are gaining managerial experienee,
they still eneounter a glass ceiling (Drew et ai, 2003). In the Irish workplace, putting
in long hours is clearly seen as a characteristic of those who have serious career
aspirations. In sectors that are male dominated, this culture is particularly dominant
(Equality for Women Measure, 2004). Drew et ai, (2003) conducted a study Off the
Treadmill and found that 62 per cent of men and 49 per cent of women routinely work
longer than standard hours. Long hours are particularly prevalent at senior levels - 86
per cent of organisations expect their senior staff to work extra hours. Promotion and
recruitment systems can implicitly disadvantage women e.g. awarding informal
promotions without advertising, or promoting women into specialised fields that deny
them opportunity to acquire the broader experience necessary for senior management
positions (Equality for Women Measure, 2004).

Research has highlighted that women with children may be choosing to leave
organisations, as a direct result of what is termed a maternal wall (Williams and
Segal., 2003).

This metaphor describes a situation where mothers experience

distinctive patterns of gender discrimination, resulting in their decisions to leave the
workforce.

The term maternal wall emerged from academics Swiss and Walker,

(1993) and quickly gained traction in the popular press, in part because it helped
explain the somewhat unexpected and enduring problem of pay disparity between
men and women - a problem that did not disappear when women entered the
workforce in large numbers. The motherhood penalty is estimated to be between
three and ten per cent of earnings (Anderson et ai, 2003; Avellar & Smock, 2003;
Budig & England, 2001).
A Work Foundation survey carried out in 2001 highlighted that, for 70 per cent of
respondents, juggling home and work demands were a major source of stress (Jones,
2003). This stress could be a consequence of the work family conflict, experienced
when pressures from the work and family roles are mutually incompatible (Greenhaus
and Beutell, 1985).

Epstein et ai, (1995) have observed that while mothers and

fathers report work family conflicts, it is only mothers who reduce their labour supply
in response to these conflicts.
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Work-family conflict involves two types of conflict, work obligations interfering with
family life (work family confliet) and family life interfering with work duties (family
work conflict) (Marchese et ai, 2002).

One of the major issues facing women

outlined in the preceding sections is that women are still viewed by society and self as
the primary care giver in relation to their domestic responsibilities. Studies on the
division of non-market labour highlight that women retain a disproportionate
responsibility for both domestic work and childcare, even in situations where both
partners are working (Gunter and Stambach 2005; Rees 1992).

Although media

reports indicate that men have increased their participation in domestic duties, the
burden of responsibility is still carried by women (Cross, 2007).

Some mothers may prefer to work from home and companies are beginning to
facilitate this arrangement (Hyman et al., 2003). Researeh has shown, however, that
while working from home may reduce time pressures by cutting commuting time and
leaving more time for family life and other activities, it can also have a negative
impact on work-life balance. In their analysis of home working, Hyman et al., (2003)
found that in relation to software developers, working at home in high stress jobs can
lead to greater intrusion into family life because of constant omnipresence, i.e.
employees finding it more difficult to leave work at work. Thus, working at home
may increase work-life conflict. However, it is expected that working at home will
reduce work pressure by allowing employees to manage their individual workload
more flexibly (Russell et ai, 2007).
Pillinger (2002) and Sullivan and Lewis (2001) argued that typically, economically
active females assume more family responsibilities than their male counterparts. As a
result mothers, particularly those with children under 13 years, tend to experience
greater confliet in achieving work-life balance than fathers (Fu and Shafer, 2001;
Higgins et ai, 1994).

2.9

Conclusion

As can be seen from the review of the existing relevant literature, there are many
difficulties associated with returning to work following maternity leave for female
middle managers.

This chapter outlined these difficulties and analysed them

individually. As was stated previously, childcare is one area in which many female
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middle managers have their greatest difficulty as this outlines to what extent the
female manager can work - often the decision between working full time and parttime. The glass ceiling is a further area that was examined in this literature review,
due to many female managers stating that once their careers hit the ‘glass ceiling’,
their careers are effectively over. This phenomenon will be analysed and discussed in
relation to the current research study in chapter four.

This literature review was based on reviewing the Irish situation as much as possible
also including references from global research.

As primary focus of the current

research is to investigate the issues interviewees faced when they returned from their
maternity leave, this will be compared and contrasted with in the literature review
conducted for this thesis.
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3.0

Introduction

This chapter outlines the objectives of the study and the choice and Justification of the
chosen methodology. Research objectives are very important, though it should be
remembered that they need not be complex (Hackley, 2003). The selection of a
methodology will depend on many factors, such as the questions to be addressed,
available resources, the time available to conduct the study, skills and expertise needed
when working with a particular approach; therefore, there are no hard definite rules that
determine which approach a methodology can take (Colton and Covert, 2007). This
chapter therefore, discusses, in detail, the secondary, and primary research methods
chosen in this study.

3.1

Definition of Research objectives

According to Churchill (1991: 75) part of problem definition involves specifying the
objectives of the research being done. It is only when the problem is precisely defined
can research be designed to provide pertinent information. Furthermore, the culmination
of the problem definition process is a statement of the research objectives (McDaniel and
Gates, 1999: 64). Joselyn (1977: 46) stated that:

All the effort, time and money from this point on will he wasted if the problem is
misunderstood and ill defined.

Consequently, the research objectives for the study must be clear and concise.
intomiation being extracted must be useful.

The

Therefore, the objectives need to be

explored and understood.

3.2

Objective of this Study

The research objective, although related to and detennined by the problem definition, is
set so that, when achieved, it will provide the information necessary to solve the problem.
A .good way of setting a research objective is to ask what information is needed in order
to solve the problem (Bums and Bush, 2006). Research objectives state what the
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researchers must do in terms of research in order to provide the information necessary to
solve the problem (Bums and Bush, 2006). The main objective of this research is to
examine the issues faced by female middle managers on returning to work following
maternity leave. These underlying objectives of the research, therefore, are set out as
follows:

•

Establish the barriers that female managers come up against following their
return to work after maternity leave.

•

While addressing these barriers, the length of maternity leave at present in
Ireland must be examined.

•

To investigate the issues surrounding childcare and to explore the female
middle managers career decisions before and then after having children.

•

Identify the difficulties that arise in a managers life when making the
transition from a career woman to a career mother.

These objectives are looked at depicting the main objective of the current research.

3.3 The Philosophy of Research Design
Malhotra (1996; 21-22) stated that a research design is a framework or blueprint for
conducting a research project.

It details the procedures needed to obtain the required

infomiation. According to Easterby-Smith et al., (1991 ;21), research design is more than
the methods by which data are collected and analysed. It is the overall configuration of a
piece of research: what kind of evidence is gathered from where, how such evidence is
gathered from where, and how such evidence is interpreted in order to provide good
answers to the basic research question. The outcome of the research design process is an
operational plan detailing each activity and its expected duration. Although the extent of
the detail to be included in a research plan depends on the nature of the topic and the type
of strategy adopted, clear and careful planning is important (Thomas, 2004). The author
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must, therefore, decide between quantitative and qualitative research. A distinction is
frequently made between research which relies on quantitative measurement and
numerical data, and that which deals mainly with meaningful accounts of qualitative
narratives and verbal data (Bryman, 1988; King et al., 1994).
Qualitative data aims to:
Capture lived experiences of the social world and the meanings people give these
experiences from their own perspectives (Corti and Thompson 2004: 326).
Quantitative research is defined as research involving the use of structured questions in
which the response options have been predetermined and a large number of respondents
are involved. Quantitative research often involves a sizeable representative sample of the
population and a formalised procedure for gathering data (Bums and Bush, 2006).

The

purpose of quantitative research is very specific, and this research is used when a
researcher has decided that precise infomiation is needed. Data fonnat and sources are
clear and well defined, and the compilation and fonnatting of the data gathered follows
an orderly procedure (Bums and Bush, 2006). Qualitative research, in contrast, involves
collecting, analysing, and interpreting data by observing what people do and say (Bums
and Bush, 2006).
form.

Observations and statements are in a qualitative or nonstandarised

Because of this, qualitative data can be quantified, but only after a translation

process has taken place (Bums and Bush, 2006).

Therefore, for the current research

methodology, a choice has to be made between quantitative and qualitative.

3.4

Choice of Research Methodology

Deacon et al., (1999: 6) describe that qualitative methods concerns itself with exploring:

The way that people make sense of their social worlds and how they express these
understandings through language, sound, imagery, personal style and social
rituals.
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Qualitative research should provide an explicit account of how the research was
conducted by the researcher (Silverman 2001; Willms et al., 1990; Silvermann et al.,
1990; Burgess, 1984). For the purpose of this research, the author used qualitative
research to gather data which was rich in information. Qualitative research methods
described by Myers (2009) were developed for the social sciences to enable researchers
to study social and cultural phenomena.

There are many options within qualitative

research that can be chosen and for this current research, the long interview was deemed
the correct way to gather data. Researchers who conduct in-depth interviews are looking
for patterns that emerge from the ‘thick descriptions’ of social life recounted by their
participants. In this sense, qualitative interviews are designed to get at deep information
or knowledge (Johnson, 2002: 104). In-depth inten/iews typically occur when there is a
specific topic that the researcher is interested in. In this ease, the author sought to gather
information on the issues that female middle managers face when returning to work
following maternity leave. The goal of intensive interviews is to gain rich qualitative
data, from the perspective of selected individuals, on a particular subject (Hesse-Biber
and Leavy, 2006).

Conducting a good in-depth interview is an art that cannot be

achieved by following rules or particular methods. There are many skills, techniques,
rules of thumb, and pratical guidelines that, if followed, will also facilitate a good
interview (see Rapley 2004; Holstein and Gubrium 2003; Gubrium and Holstein 2002,
2003; Wengraf 2001; Gillham 2000; Kvale 1996). Good interviewing is achieved not
only through technique and method, but also out of fascination with how other people
make their lives meaningful and worthwhile. It is this inquisitiveness that motivates the
in-depth interviewer who uncovers new and exciting insights (Liamputtong and Ezzy,
2005).

3.5

The Long Interview

According to McCracken (1988), the long interview is one of the most powerful methods
in the qualitative armoury. For certain descriptive and analytic purposes, no instrument
of inquiry is more revealing. The method permits us to enter into the mental world of the
individual manager in order that we might begin to see the categories and logic by which
he or she sees the world. It can also permit us into the lifeworld of the individual, to see
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the content and pattern of daily experience. The long interview gives the opportunity to
step into the mind of another person, to see and experience the world as they do
(McCracken, 1988). As King (2004: 11) argues:

The goal of qualitative research interviews is therefore to see the research topic
from the perspective of the interviewee and to understand how and why they come
to have this particular perspective.

The depth interview is a highly unusual speech event, one that makes for a most peculiar
social relationship. There is no question that certain aspects of this event and relationship
must be crafted very exactly to serve the interests of good qualitative inquiry
(McCracken, 1988). According to Burgess (1982), the depth interview is a conversation
in which the researcher encourages the informant to relate, in their own terms,
experiences and attitudes that are relevant to the research problem. As Miller and Brewer
(2003: 167) posit, it allows:

Respondents to say what they think and to do so with greater richness and
spontaneity

A qualitative research interview seeks to cover both a factual and a meaning level,
although it is usually to interview on a meaning level.

It is necessary to listen to the

explicit descriptions and to the meanings expressed, as well as to what is said between the
lines. The interviewer can seek to formulate the implicit message, send it back to the
subject, and may obtain an immediate confirmation or disconfinnation of the
interpretation of what the interviewee is saying (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). EasterbySmith et al., (1991: 73) suggest that one of the main reasons for conducting qualitative
interviews is to understand:

How

individuals

construct

the

meaning

and

significance

of

their

situations...from...the complex personal framework of beliefs and values, which
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they have developed over their lives in order to help explain and predict events in
the world.

Researchers must, therefore, be able to conduct interviews so that the opportunity is
present for these insights to be gained. Failure to achieve this could result in a superficial
exchange of information, which might have been better and more cost effectively
achieved via a semi-structured questionnaire (Bryman and Bell, 2003). The qualitative
interview is sometimes called an unstructured or a non-standardised interview. Because
there are few restructured or standardised procedures for conducting these fonns of
interviews, many of the methodical decisions have to be made on the spot, during the
interview. This requires a high level of skill on behalf of the interviewer, who needs to
be knowledgeable about the interview topic and to be familiar with the methodological
options available, as well as to have an understanding of the conceptual issues of
producing knowledge through conversation (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). An interview
guide needs to be prepared for the interviewer when conducting the long interview. The
next section looks at the fonnation and usage of the interview guide.

3.6

The Interview Guide

An interview guide is a list of questions or issues that are to be explored in the course of
an interview. The questions which formed the interview guide for this study are listed in
Appendix A. An interview guide was prepared to ensure that essentially the same type of
infonnation was obtained from a number of people by covering the same material. The
interview guide provides topics or subject areas about which the interviewer is free to
explore, probe, and ask questions that will elucidate and illuminate that particular subject,
allowing the flexibility in conducting the interview (Bryman and Bell, 2003). According
to Seal et ai, (1998: 206) perhaps the most fundamental use for the interview guide is to
serve as a basic checklist during the interview to make sure that all relevant topics are
covered and to act as a:

Sort of checklist that she or he can refer to when deciding what to turn to next as
the interview proceeds
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Bryman and Bell (2003) recommend the preparation of an interview guide which can be
used as a loose structure for the questions to be used in the interviews. Jones advises
that, although researchers are to some extent tied to their framework, they should not be
tied up by them (1985: 75). Based on the literature review in this study (Chapter Two),
an interview guide was created which attempted to provide an appropriate structure for
questioning, ensuring that what were considered to be the more pertinent issues in the
literature were included (Flick, 2006). Interview formats vary widely according to the
nature of the research, but in survey research there are two main types of interviews, the
unstructured and the semi-structured. For the purpose of the current research, the semistructured interview was chosen. The assumptions underlying semi-structured interview
schedules are that questions may need to be worded differently for respondents if they are
to have the same meaning for all respondents, and that the order in which questions are
presented should depend on the specific context of each inter\dewer respondent
interaction. The schedule therefore, consists, of the set of topics and sub-topics about
which infomiation is sought. It is up to the interviewer to word specific questions and to
manage the order of introduction of topics during the interview itself (Thomas, 2004).

According to Daymon and Holloway (2002), the interview guide may be quite long and
detailed and may not need to be followed strictly. The interview guide, should however,
focus on particular aspects of the subject area to be examined, but can be revised after
interviewing because of the ideas that arise. Although the aim is to gain the perspectives
of informants, some control over the interview is needed so that the research topic can be
explored and the purpose of the study achieved (Daymon and Holloway, 2002). When
the interview guide has been decided upon, the interview pool must then be looked at.

3.7

The Interview Pool

A key difficulty in qualitative research utilising the interview technique is to determine
the precise number of interviewees (Mintzberg, 1979: 584). Considering that the current
research is focused on middle management females who have recently returned to work
following maternity leave, the researcher had some difficulty trying to secure interviews.
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This was due firstly to finding female middle managers who had taken time out to have a
child in the past five years. A timeframe of five years was chosen due to the amendment
in the maternity protection Act 2004 which identified 26 weeks as the new entitlement of
maternity leave to be availed of The issue of confidentiality was utmost important to all
20 female managers as they believed if too much data was given on their profile, then
they could possibly be identified. The approach however, adopted in selecting the number
of interview participants for this study was based on a strategy called theoretical
sampling, where the actual number of cases studied is less important than the potential of
each case in aiding the researcher to develop insights into the area being studied (Glaser
and Strauss, 1967: 56). According to Seidman (1991), there are two criteria for enough.
The first is sufficiency. Au'e there sufficient num^bers to reflect the range of participants
and sites that make up the population so that others outside the sample might have a
chance to connect to the experiences of those in it? The other criterion is saturation of
information, when the interviewer begins to hear the same information reported and she
is no longer learning anything new (Bryman and Bell, 2003; Seidman, 1991). Gaskell
(2000:43) also agrees with the criterion of saturation:

The differences between the accounts are striking and one sometimes wonders if
there are any similarities.

However common themes begin to appear and

progressively one feels increased confidence in the emerging understanding of the
phenomenon. At some point a researcher realises that no new surprises or insights
are forthcoming.

The researcher followed the advice of Siedman (1991: 45) and continued interviewing
until she believed enough respondents had been surveyed.

This saturation and

sufficiency point was reached having interviewed 20 female managers.

The author

believed any more interviews following these would only lead to repetition.

The

interviews varied in length from 30 minutes to 1.5 hours. The sample of interviews is
discussed in the next section.
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3.8 The Sample
For the purpose of this research, it was decided that 20 interviews should gather a
sufficient amount of rich information. The author had some difficulty trying to find 20
female middle managers who had come back from maternity leave within four or five
years. Therefore, snowballing was very useful for the current research. The indirect
approach took the form of snowballing whereby an initial respondent, or group of
respondents, is asked to suggest other people who may be willing to participate in the
research (Biemacki and Waldorf, 1981). This method of sampling may be useful when
the people being studied are well networked and difficult to approach directly, or when
the focus of the study is social networks (Bernard, 1988).

Once each respondent agreed to an interview, location of the interview then had to be
decided.

Berg (2001) suggests that the location of the interview is somewhere the

interviewee feels comfortable and so because of this, the interviewee chose the location
of each interview. This resulted in eight taking place in the interviewees offices, five
interviews in a coffee shop close to the interviewees place of work, and one interview
took place in the home of the interviewee. Some of the interviewees were too busy to
meet face to face but did agree to an interview so it was decided between the interviewer
and interviewee that a telephone interview would be the best option.

A telephone interview provides the best source of information when the researcher does
not- have direct access to individuals (Hesse-biber and Leavy, 2006).

Telephone

interviev/s are not happening face-to-face, and thus gesturing, eye contact, and other
means of showing interest and building rapport are not possible (Hesse-biber and Leavy,
2006).

However, in the case of this research, it was not possible to meet with some

interviewees face-to-face so telephone interviews were the only means of an interview.
The author conducted six interviews over the phone, using loud speaker and a
dictaphone.

This interview procedure was much faster than meeting face-to-face.

However, the drawbacks of this approach are that the researcher cannot see the informal
communication and the phone expenses (Creswell, 2007).
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Telephone interviews stand somewhere between postal questionnaires and face-to-face
interviews.

Like face-to-face interviews, they require interviewing expertise in a

situation that is made more difficult by the absence of visual feedback (Thomas, 2004).
However, they are economical since they avoid travel costs. They are also the fastest
means of carrying out a survey, provided that those contacted can be persuaded to
participate. By comparison, questionnaires may take weeks to be returned and face-toface interviews may need to be arranged well in advance (Thomas, 2004)

Face-to-face interviewing include higher response rates, better control of response, and
the capacity to deal with complex, sensitive topics (Thomas, 2004). The presence of an
interviewer can serve to motivate potential respondents to participate and to maintain
their interest over what may be a lengthy series of questions.

Interviewers can also

control the order in which questions are answered and clarify unclear terms or ambiguous
questions. Where topics are complex and difficult to reduce to a concise set of questions
and where the issues are sensitive, interviewing may be the only practical survey
approach. In order for the interviews to take place, the interviewees need to be chosen
and asked if they would like to participate in the research. Gaining access is vital for any
interviewer.

Table 3.1 Demographic Details of the Twenty Female Middle Managers
Interviewed
Manager

Location

Industry Sector

Number of
Children

Marital
Status

Currently
Pregnant

A
B
C
D
E
F
G
H
I
J
K

Munster
Munster
Munster
Munster
Munster
Munster
Munster
Munster
Leinster
Leinster
Munster

Private Sector
Private Sector
Public Sector
Public Sector
Public Sector
Public Sector
Private Sector
Private Sector
Private Sector
Private Sector
Private Sector

2
2
1
2
2
4
1
2
1
1
2

Married
Married
Married
Married
Married
Married
Married
Married
Married
Married
Married

No
No
No
No
No
No
No
No
Yes
No
No
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Munster
Munster
Munster
Munster
Leinster
Munster
Munster
Munster

Private Sector
Public Sector
Private Sector
Public Sector
Private Sector
Public Sector
Public Sector
Private Sector
Public Sector

Munster

2
1
1
2
2
3
2
1
2

Married
Married
Married
Married
Married
Married
Married
Married
Married

No
No
No
No
No
No
No
Yes
Yes

3.9 Gaining Access
Martin has argued that venerable university name is as much a factor in gaining access as
anything else (1985:15), and based on this, Cork Institute of Technology was very useful
when wanting to interview participants for this research. For the purpose of this study, a
direct approach to gaining access was adopted. The direct approach took the fonn of an
introductory email, to provide institutional legitimisation. A few days later the author
made follow-up emails to the companies to establish if there were female middle
managers who fitted the criteria for inclusion in the current research and if they would be
willing to participate in an interview. Snowballing was also used by the researcher to
find suitable candidates who would participate in the research. The interview dates and
times were confirmed both by email and by telephone and, finally, the day before each
interview was due to take place the author telephoned interviewees to ensure that their
schedules had not changed and that the interview would go ahead at the agreed time and
location. The author made extensive efforts to gain access to the respondents for this
study, as many of the interviews had to be re-scheduled once arranged, due to the
interviewees being called away to meetings at short notice and some were busier than
what they had anticipated. This occurred both for the face-to-face interviews and also the
telephone interviews.

After gaining access to each of the interviewees, the interview

itself was then able to begin.
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3.10 Interview Procedure
According to McCracken (1988), the opening of the interv^iew is particularly important,
because in the opening few minutes of the interview it must be demonstrated that the
interviewer is a benign, accepting, curious (but not inquisitive) individual who is
prepared and eager to listen with interest. In a research setting, it is up to the interviewer
to create, in a short time, a contact that allows the interaction to get beyond merely a
polite conversation or exchange of ideas.

As Berg (2001:

99) states, never start an

interview cold. The interviewer must establish an atmosphere in which the subject feels
safe enough to talk freely about his or her experiences and feelings (Berg, 2001; Kvale,
1996).

A way to create this atmosphere is to make the opening questions simple,

informational ones. A few minutes of idle chatter at this stage is welcome, as it gives the
respondent a chance to have a grasp of the interviewer before they allow themselves to
talk freely, exposing their experiences and feelings to a stranger (Kvale, 1996). This is an
important time to reassure the respondent because it is in these opening stages that he or
she sets his or her defences (McCracken, 1988).

Once the preliminaries are completed, the interviewer must deploy the grand-tour
questions, and the floating and planned prompts (Me Cracken, 1988: 38). He or she must
take care to see that data are collected for all of the categories and relationships that have
been identified as important.

In addition to these categories and relationships, the

respondent must also be prepared to identify and cultivate data on categories and
relationships that have not been anticipated. McCracken also notes that the interviewer
encounters salient data in the midst of a very crowded and complicated speech event.
There is virtually no opportunity for unhurried identification or reflection.

What the

investigator does not capture in the moment will be lost forever. This is a challenging
occasion because mistakes are both easy to make and impossible to rectify (McCracken,
1988). What is required of the investigator within this structure is to listen with great
care. The interviewer must listen for many things, including impression management,
topic

avoidance,

deliberate

distortion,

minor

misunderstanding,

and

outright

incomprehension, taking, in each case, the necessary remedy to deal with the problem
(Gaskell, 2000; Briggs, 1986).
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According to Patton (1990), a tape recorder is part of the indispensable equipment of
evaluators using qualitative methods. Tape recorders do not tune out of conversations,
change what has been said because of interpretation or record more slowly than what is
being said (Patton, 1990). In addition to increasing the accuracy of data collection, the
use of a tape recorder permits the interviewer to be more attentive to the interviewee.
The interviewer who is trying to concurrently write down everything that is said will have
a difficult time responding appropriately to interviewee needs and cues - and the pace of
the interview can become decidedly non-conversational, as the interactive nature of indepth interviewing is seriously affected by the attempt to take verbatim notes during the
interview (Bryman and Bell, 2003). The use of a tape recorder does not mean that the
interviewer can become less attentive to what is being said (Patton, 1990).

Berg (2001) is also in favour of interviews being recorded on tape. He suggests that
interviewers who attempt to make their own record of the interview by taking notes may
create an unnecessary and dangerous distraction.

In McCracken’s view a verbatim

transcript of the interv^iew testimony must be created (1988: 41).

Bryman and Bell

(2003) also stress the importance of recording verbatim each word that is spoken through
the use of a tape-recorder.

All twenty interviews for this study were recorded on tape. This relieved the interviewer
from the burden of intensive writing at the time of the interview, in order to concentrate
on the interview process. Riley (1996) notes that, by comparison with note-taking, which
involves a lot of on the spot selection, and which undermines the reliability of the data
collected, tape-recording ensures complete transcriptions for analysis. Therefore, once
the interviews have been eompleted and transcribed, data analysis can then begin.

3.11 Data Analysis
Data analysis is the process of bringing order, structure and meaning to the unstructured
data. Qualitative analysis is difficult, complex, lengthy and time consuming (Holland,
2002).

Methodology
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According to Hesse-Biber and Leavy (2006: 344):

There is no one right way to go about analysis

Miles (1979) believed the analysis of qualitative data is perhaps the most demanding and
least examined aspect of the qualitative research process.

The author agrees with

McCracken (1988) that the exact manner in which the investigator will travel the path
from data to observations, conclusions, and scholarly assertion cannot be fully specified
(McCracken, 1988). The analysis of data for this particular research study was based on
grounded theory, and on the model of data analysis developed by Easterby-Smith et al.,
(1991). This approach recognises that the large amounts of non-standard data produced
by qualitative studies make data analysis problematic (Easterby-Smith et al., 1991:108).

Glaser and Strauss perceived an undue emphasis by researchers on verification of theory'
and not enough on discovery. They developed the grounded theory approach in which
researchers would seek to generate theory on the basis of observations made in the course
of conducting research (1967:viii).

Beard and Easingwood (1989:3) state that the

grounded theory approach methodology begins with qualitative data and then emerges
the "process of sifting and categorising in an attempt to develop hypothesis grounded on
the data”.

At the heart of grounded theory is the process of coding, sorting, and organising data.
Whether done on paper, or on a computer, analysing qualitative data involves coding
pieces of text and then collating all those that are coded in the same way. Coding is
clearly central to the analysis process (Dey 2004; Marvasti, 2004; Charmaz 2000, 2002).
Orona (1990) provides a description about analysing and coding data using grounded
theory. Orona (1990:1249) states that "coding each line is the guts of grounded theory”.

Coding takes time, but if it is done thoroughly, it can provide excellent results
(Liamputtong and Ezzy, 2005). Coding informs the decisions made about what is worth
saving, how to divide up the material, and how incidents of activities or talk relate to
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other coded items. This process is both intuitive and creative (Daymon and Holloway,
2002).

The idea of coding is to identify and constantly compare commonalities and

differences in the responses of interviewees in order to formulate categories of interest.
As codes are identified with the material, evidence is transferred into files so all of the
examples for each code are collected together into one category.

Traditionally,

researchers used either pens of different colours to mark particular categories or themes,
or they physically cut up the data-texts, pasting sections into codes folders. In recent
times, it is possible to do this more quickly by computer, opening on screen files for each
code and pasting in sections of evidence (Daymon and Holloway, 2002).

I'he author for the current study, however, used the traditional miethod of coloured pens
to identify each theme. Therefore, in the early stages of coding, a new coloured pen was
assigned to each new theme so towards the end of coding the interviews, the author knew
by looking at the colour, what theme was being discussed. Initially, once all the themes
were coded, the author collated all the relevant information about each theme into one
file, at the end of this process, seven files existed. From there, the author sorted through
each theme one at a time and did this in conjunction with looking at the literature review
to see if any commonalities existed between the current research and existing research
seen in the literature review. This process was repeated for each theme. Coding for the
current research required a considerable amount of time to sift through the relevant
information.

The next step was cross-case analysis which meant grouping together answers from
different people to common questions and analysing different perspectives on central
issues (Patton, 1990). In order for this analysis to be effectively carried out, the interview
guide was used so as the different answers from the different respondents were grouped
together to be analysed further.

The author agrees with Patton (1990) who suggests that there is not typically a precise
point at which data collection ends and analysis begins. In the course of gathering data,
ideas about possible analysis occur; those ideas constitute the beginning of analysis and
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they are part of the record of field notes (Patton, 1990; 378). When data collection had
formally ended, analysis of the data began by organising analytic insights and
interpretations that emerged during data collection.

This provided the beginning of

organising the data into topics. Patton (1990) noted that this process of labelling the
various kinds of data and establishing a data index was a first step in content analysis,
while the content of the data was being classified. As Dick (2005) notes, a category is a
theme which makes sense of what the informant has said. These codes were then used to
retrieve and organise the data and enable the author to locate segments relating to a
particular research question. From the data analysis of the current study, seven themes
emerged and the findings of these themes are presented and analysed in detail in chapter
four.

Throughout the coding process, many sub-themes emerged and overlapped with one
another. According to Coffey and Atkinson (1996), these overlapping sub-themes are
characteristic of code maps of qualitative data. They note that in conversational talk,
when we segment the data by attaching codes, topics run into one another and there may
be multiple issues to concern ourselves with simultaneously (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996:
37). When the author for this study had decided which aspects of the data to tag with
codes, the next decision to be made was what level of generality of detail to use. Weaver
and Atkinson (1994) suggest including codes of different degrees of generality, so that
the data retrieval could be undertaken at different levels.

The author followed this

suggestion and used codes of varying degrees of generality to provide links between
particular segments of data and the categories that were used in order to conceptualise
those segments.

Strauss (1987) suggests that the process of coding is about asking oneself questions
regarding the data, and those questions help to develop lines of speculation and
hypothesis formation. Strauss suggests that in the course of coding, a researcher takes a
phenomenon and attempts to identify its dimensions, its consequences, and its
relationships with other phenomena.

Although coding is a helpful way of narrowing

down data into a more manageable form, it also deflects attention away from phenomena
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that are uncoded and therefore uncategorised. This points to the problem that every way
of seeing is also a way of not seeing (Silverman, 2000) and therefore potentially useful
information may be ignored because it does not fit within a coding system (Daymon and
Holloway, 2002).

This is one of the negativities associated with grounded theory,

however in order for grounded theory to be successful, coding the information necessary
for the research must be observed.

In the strategy of grounded theory, coding plays a central role that goes well beyond
summarisation. By means of successive coding processes the analyst moves from the
raw data to the generation of theory. Three types of coding are involved: open coding,
axial coding and selective coding. Open coding entails the categorisation of the raw data.
Axial coding identifies concepts that link the main categories obtained from open coding.
Selective coding identifies a few core categories around which the theoretical analysis is
built (Strauss and Corbin, 1990).

The main goal of coding is to facilitate the retrieval of data segments categorised under
the same codes.

Coding in the current study was essentially indexing the interview

transcripts, reducing the data to equivalent classes and categories, and in some cases
expanding and teasing out the data in order to fonnulate new questions and levels of
interpretation (Miles and Hubennan, 1994). Segmenting and coding the data allowed the
author to think about the data, to break the data apart in analytically relevant ways in
order to lead toward further questions about the data (Miles and Huberman, 1994).
Therefore, the coding system used by the author allowed the data to create and generate
theories and frameworks.

3.12 Summary
In the current study, interviews were considered by the author, to be the most reliable
method of data collection. Although time consuming, the use of in-depth interviews was
particularly useful in gathering rich qualitative data on the difficulties facing female
middle managers when returning to the workplace after maternity leave. Once the
interview times were organised and then carried out, the data that was gathered from each
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of the interviews were transcribed, coded and put under a range of themes. As a research
technique, interviewing consumes large amounts of gross and net time, arranging,
travelling to and from each interview, actual interview time, transcribing, analysing,
coding, and collating overall findings (Miller, 1991). The author, however, does believe
that interviewing is the most reliable source of collecting data because of the relationship
that is built between interviewer and interviewee during the organising and meeting
stage.

In chapter four, the findings collected from these interviewees are discussed in

detail.
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4.0

Introduction

This chapter presents an analysis of the findings of the research study. The findings
from the in-depth faee to face interviews are discussed. As indicated in the chapter on
research methodology, an inteiwiew guide was developed based on the literature
review. Numerous issues emerged during the interview discussions and these are
explored in detail in this chapter using illustrative direct quotations from the
interviewees. The findings as they pertain to female middle managers returning to
work following maternity leave are presented in this chapter under the following
headings:

Problems relating to flexibility in the workforce
Issues regarding childcare and the guilt assoeiated with returning to work
Balancing career and motherhood
Perspectives on maternity leave entitlements
Promotions, career progression and the issue of choice
Networking for female managers
The role of mentoring for female managers

4.1

Problems Relating to Flexibility in the Workplace

Initial exploration of the research topic focused on the problems that female middle
managers faee while trying to achieve suitable flexible arrangements in the
workplace. Respondents to the research commented that flexibility is paramount in
their daily working routine and managing flexibility positively can be a struggle:

Last year, we had only one day a week childcare for my 10 year old after school
so I used to come home early one day, my husband would go home early the
next day, my mom lives down the road, she is quite elderly but she would take
him and it was just not a good situation to be in. It really put a lot ofpressure
on us (Manager Q, Public Sector).

Flexibility in a job is vital especially for female managers who have children of any
age, however, it appears that public service female managers have more flexibility in
their jobs than private sector female managers:
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My job is very flexible. I don 7 need to tell anybody or get anybody to replace
me if I need to go somewhere, I just do it and make up the time myself its very!
handy (Manager M, Public Sector).

My company do not really offer flexibility. At the moment because we are quiet,
if my son was sick, I could work from home but that would only be in an
emergency situation, it wouldn 7 be something that I could do weekly (Manager
J, Private Sector).

As can be seen from these illustrative quotes, differences do exist between working
for the public and private sector and flexibility emerges as one of the main differences
between the two sectors. It appears that the work culture adopted by the public sector
is much more family-focused than the private sector. Female manager respondents
working for the public sector have the option of not starting work until 10.00am,
however female manager respondents working in the private sector generally have to
be at work for 9.00am, unless a specified time has been agreed by the manager and
her superior:
We do have flexitime here, I can come in anytime up to 10.00am and 1 can go
home anytime after 3.30pm (Manager T, Public Sector).

/ start at 9.00am and at the moment, I don 7 leave work until at least 6.00pm
(Manager J, Private Sector).

Although the starting time only varies by an hour, traffic peak times affect people
who begin work at 9.00am more so than people starting work at 10.00am. Problems
emerge here with regard to having to get children out of bed at 7.00am in many cases
to drop them off at the childminder, to be at work at 9.00am. Other respondents to the
research suggest:

/ would love more flexible opportunities. I would love if I could go to work,
come home and pick the kids up from school at 1.00pm and maybe head back to
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work then around 6.00pm. Fd love that so I could have a few afternoons with
my kids (Manager D, Public Sector).

While public sector respondents to this research have more flexibility in their working
arrangements than private sector respondents, the above quote illustrates that
additional flexibility would be welcome. Flexibility is important for these middle
managers both at home and at work.

The research findings indicate that female

managers take their careers seriously when they return to work following maternity
leave but generally they had to negotiate their hours because of childcare flexibility.
The quotation from the previous manager above reinforces this point, she does enjoy
her work and although she is a public service worker, further flexibility she believes is
necessary for her to fully enjoy time with her children as well as working at her
professional best. Middle managers are faced with a decision to either stay at work
full time and spend less time with their children or reduce their working hours and
spend more time at home. These findings support research conducted by Shanahan
(2005) who states that two thirds of women leave full-time work once they start a
family, which can be influenced by increasing childcare costs and inflexible working
arrangements.
Evidence from initial exploration of the research topic finds flexibility in the
workplace to be a critical factor for middle managers when returning to work
following maternity leave.

As the in-depth interviews progressed, this topic was

explored more in the context of flexible working arrangements. Flexible working
arrangements include job sharing and working part time.

Many of the middle

managers interviewed detailed the difficulties they have faced in trying to achieve
flexible working arrangements:

I wouldn’t be able to get any kind offlexible hours. They are just not available
(Manager S, Private Sector).

My company says that they do offer flexible working arrangements but in reality
they don’t; they want you here from 9.00am to 5.00pm (Manager D, Public
Sector).
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Fifteen of the middle managers in this research stated that the companies in which
they work do not offer flexible working arrangements to their managers. Each of the
interviewed managers would like to have the option of availing of flexible working
aiTangements, but this is not always an option. One middle manager, however,
overcame this after requesting flexible working arrangements for some time:

/ worked a forty hour week when I went back to work first, but had to change it
for personal reasons, so there was a project coming up and they allowed me to
reduce my hours to a three day week but I still had to work my five days but
within the constraints of a three day working week (Manager A, Private Sector)

While Fine-Davis et ai, (2005) found that the availability of flexible working
arrangements is of central importance to working mothers when trying to maintain
employment, findings from the current research show that while flexible working
arrangements are important, they do not appear to be determining factors for choice of
employment given that the majority of respondents do not have flexible working
arrangements.

A caveat to this however should be noted; while all 20 middle

manager respondents to this research are still in the same workplace as they were at
the time of their pregnancy, if they were to move to another company, it is possible
that availability of flexible working arrangements would be an important factor in
choosing new employment.

Findings from the current research show that flexible working arrangements are
widely available to general workers but are not widely available to managers. The
interviewees who participated in this study state that:

Flexible working arrangements are available for fioor staff but not generally
for managers (Manager A, Private Sector).

There are certain grades of staff in the organisation who can avail offlexible
working arrangements, in terms of parental leave, job sharing, but at my level
of management, I would not be successful in getting these (Manager E, Public
Sector).
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Throughout this research, it is highlighted that public sector female managers have
more flexibility than their private counterparts. On further investigation however, it
would appear that female managers who are climbing the career ladder in both the
public and private sector are not guaranteed flexible working arrangements. The
research shows that it can prove difficult for managers to achieve flexible working
arrangements partly because the manager is expected not to have to avail of flexible
working conditions. The findings illustrate that this affects both public and private
sector female middle managers. Findings identified in the current research highlight
that only five companies from this current study offered flexible working hours to
their managers:

/ do work four days, but if there is a need for me to go home or if one of the kids
are sick, then they are very understanding and there is no problem (Manager B,
Private Sector).

Evidence from this research suggests that a positive move would be to have flexible
working arrangements available to all members of an organisation regardless of
hierarchical status. Two managers who participated in this study state that when they
returned to work following maternity leave, they were offered flexible working
arrangements:
Firstly they offered me a three day week in my same position for the same
salary, but I declined because I wanted to spend more time with my child and
didn 7 want to leave him for three days so then they created another managerial
role for me, to come in just one day a week, a day of my preference and I took
that position, they were very understanding (Manager K, Private Sector).

/ work three days a week - Monday, Wednesday and Friday. / never get too
involved because Fm not there to follow up the following day (Manager G,
Private Sector).

As can be seen from both of these managers, their companies are trying to satisfy their
needs so they will not lose their staff Not all female middle managers however
choose to avail of such flexible working arrangements:
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When you job share, you are neither here nor there. This is just from people
who I know that job share but it can be very hard, you still get your career and
you have time with your family, but the perception made is that you are not fully
committed (Manager T, Public Sector).

As illustrated by the above middle manager, she would not consider job sharing
because she is trying to progress her career and, therefore, believes that taking time
out from her career would be detrimental to her career success. It can, therefore, be
summarised from the research findings that offering flexible working arrangements
for managers would be welcome:

I would love to go to work on a part time basis, rather than full time. I think
though that my hours are going to increase as oppose to decrease and I am not
looking fonA’ard to that (Manager Q, Public Sector).
Four managers do believe that because of the management level they are at in the
organisation, that they have the freedom to take personal time if they wish.

As

detailed earlier, this is not strictly defined as having flexible working arrangements,
but rather these managers can essentially avail of informal flexitime because of their
position by taking some personal time at various intervals if required:

In terms offlexibility, if I do feel like taking a day and chilling out, I could do it.
But that is because I’m at a level in the organisation where I generally manage
myje//(Manager E, Public Sector).

/ don’t exactly have a direct boss who tells me to be here at whatever time
during the day so I could go home but choose not to (Manager O, Public
Sector).

The interviewees who do their work without an immediate boss would say, however,
that they would never take advantage of going home early if they wanted to:
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/ would always put a call into my boss to say, just to let you know, Fm heading

away early now. There is always this feeling that you need to tell somebody.
(Manager H, Private Sector).

Although this manager does not have a boss who keeps a time check on her, she still
believes that she is obliged to let her boss know that she is going home early. These
findings represent the value of communication and understanding between employer
and employee and the importance of these. The option of flexibility is valued by the
female managers who can avail of it, and the interviewees believe that it can add
value and boost efficiency to those female managers who avail of it:

The flexibility that we have here really helps, the flexitime is great and I really
appreciate that (Manager T, Public Sector).

Flexibility in the workplace is very important to these interviewed managers, but,
Ireland is still lagging behind in terms of offering flexible working arrangements to its
managers.

On further exploration of flexible working arrangements, the findings

from the current study confirm that flexibility is indeed paramount in a manager’s
daily working schedule and many companies would be advised to examine their
policies regarding managers’ flexible working. This would be applicable to managers
working in both the public and private sectors. The findings indicate that there are
many aspects to flexible working arrangements which render the area problematic; the
provision by employers of flexible working arrangements to all staff whether by name
or otherwise are one dominant aspect, while the perception and associated images of
women who avail of flexible working arrangements is another. There appears to be a
need in this regard for much education and information sharing in the area and
perhaps a greater awareness and appreciation of the positive aspects of flexible
working arrangements.

Closely linked to flexibility is finding suitable and affordable childcare. The next
section will present an overview of some of the issues regarding childcare faced by
women who participated in this study.
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4.2

Issues Regarding Childcare and Guilt associated with
Returning to Work

The 20 respondents who took part in this study all returned to work after their
maternity leave, however before they could return, a choice had to be made regarding
what type of childcare would suit each individual.

The female managers have

different forms of childcare arrangements which they chose based on their own
personal circumstances depending on cost, availability, and location of the preferred
childcare. In regard to the use of childcare, seven of the respondents avail of a creche,
six of the respondents use a childminder, three have the use of family and four of the
female managers have a mix of two of these:

We have a nanny who minds them so they don’t have to be up in the morning,
which is very handy and they are in their own environment then for the day
(Manager O, Public Sector).

/ use a creche for the eldest one and family for the youngest one (Manager K,
Private Sector).
/ use a full time minder who actually lives just around the corner from me so
that worked out very well (Manager T, Public Sector).

We are lucky in that we have our own childcare, I work days, and my husband
works nights, so we can work it out between us (Manager G, Private Sector)

We use a creche which is Just across the road from us, which is brilliant. My
son is in there from 8.15 am to about 5.15 pm Monday to Friday (Manager S,
Private).

For some female middle managers, trying to find suitable childcare was very difficult;
trying to find full time childcare to fit into the managers routine proved problematic,
while for others, securing full time care for their child was straightforward. Of the
twenty interviewees, twelve of the female middle managers experienced little
difficulty in finding suitable childcare while others did encounter many problems.
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The research findings indicate that the main childcare issues faced by female middle
managers who return to the workplace following maternity leave are that of cost,
suitability and “fit” of childcare arrangements and the guilt associated with availing of
childcare and not staying at home and minding their children themselves.

All

respondents to the research experienced guilt when they returned to work following
maternity leave. In particular, every manager would say that at the beginning, guilt
had a profound impact on them because they perceived other people would think that
they were bad mothers for not staying at home and minding their children:

ffelt so guilty handing my little girl into the creche, 1 thought I was a bad
mother and everything else that goes with it, but she’s happy and she has made
loads offriends now as well (Manager H, Private Sector).

When I returned to work, ffelt consistently guilty, guilty for leaving my baby,
guilty for not wanting to stay at home with her and guilty when 1 left work at
5.00pm so that 1 could be with her. I really worried about my daughter and
whether she was happy or not (Manager N, Private Sector).
I do feel guilty dropping the kids off at the childminders, and the little ones
inside the window waiving bye bye, and there's a bit of guilt there, that you
know, mommy’s off to work (Manager F, Private Sector).

These middle managers all struggled with guilt while still having to go to work every
day. As one manager remarks, she was stricken with guilt for not only having
somebody else to mind her daughter but also guilty for leaving work early to spend
time with her daughter. The middle manager had no support from work to help her
adjust to her new situation:

It was very emotional. I found that now I was back in the office, it really is not
important to the company that you now have a baby. You are still expected to
perform as per pre-baby which is fair but work-life balance became very
difficult (Manager N, Private Sector).
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Quinlan, (2007b) conducted research on this issue and the findings are similar,
describing life as a working mum to be tough, and despite the faet that women are
now working harder and longer than their mothers and grandmothers, many mothers
struggle with feelings of guilt and inadequacy. It can be argued from the research
findings that employers should give more eonsideration to the childeare arrangement
of their employees, particularly for female managers in order to retain qualified
women in managerial roles:

1 thought I could never go back to work, I just had this sense of oh my God, she
is so tiny and vulnerable (Manager M, Public Sector).

All of the female middle managers stated that without the support of their husbands,
they would not be able to do the work that they are doing. Home support is highly
regarded as being very important for the female middle managers who were
interviewed and this aspect of husband and family support will be discussed more indepth later:

I have great support at home. I was told whatever 1 need to do, just go and do
it, and that’s exactly what I did (Manager H, Private Sector).
My husband is very active as a father and we do share the domestic duties, he
would do all the cooking now. In the morning, we get the two kids up together
and get organised and we also work together in the evening at home (Manager
O, Public Sector).

As illustrated, findings from the current research showed that guilt has a profound
impact on the working lives of the female middle managers who were interviewed.
All twenty middle managers stated that at one point, normally just before going back
to work and for a time after, they had a severe ‘attack of guilt’. This was a direct
result of having to put their child into childcare:

I felt so guilty. Its never good handing over your baby to someone else to rear
them, you know that she (childminder) is spending more time with your children
than you are (Manager B, Private Sector).
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Three female managers who participated in the current study found guilt to be so
strong an emotion that they choose to step down from their managerial role into a
lesser role in order to spend more time at home with their children and less time at
work. Guilt, therefore, emerges as an emotion that can have a significant impact on
the career progression of the female middle manager;

/ didn’t want to be coming home stressed and tired and not being able to see
and play with my child and feeling guilty all the time, it was a choice I made to
step down from my managerial role (Manager J, Private Sector).

Following initial discussion on the emotional issue of guilt experienced by the
respondents to the research, attentions turned to the cost of childcare. The current
research findings correspond with that of the National Women’s Strategy, (2007) who
stated that childcare is considered by many to be the single biggest challenge facing
working parents today and the very significant increase in female labour market
participation has increased the long standing demand for quality, affordable childcare
in Ireland, including school age children. One of the managers in the current study
states:
My two year old is in full time nursery, and my boy starts school this year and
the other two are both in school, and luckily they have after school study and its
great (Manager Q, Public Sector).

Childcare is a serious issue for new and existing mothers and needs to be carefully
planned. Evidence from the current research suggests that the length of time a child
can stay in full time childcare is normally decided by cost and correlates with many
mothers working part time or the childcare being shared between formal childcare
arrangements and family care. The findings from the current research agree with
Quinlan (2007) who found that the cost of childcare is burdensome for parents living
in Ireland, with some parents paying in excess of 90% of childcare costs themselves.
Findings from this study, however, state that in general it is the mother who will
reduce her working hours or make them more flexible so as to take care of the child
rather than the father. Often the childcare is not divided equally:
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I have to go home from work and be full of energy for the kids, and they expect
you to play with them and your trying to make up for not being there with them
all day and you know, all those things are my choice because 1 went back to
work, so Fm not complaining about it either, because Fm very fortunate to have
a job (Manager Q, Public Sector).

The main difficulty for us was that the cost of childcare was going to dictate
how much 1 was going to work. Quite simply from my point of view, it really
would not be worth working the five days because ifI worked five days a week, I
would have to get somebody to mind my daughter full time and then the cost of
childcare would outweigh my wages (Manager G, Private Sector).

When conducting the interviews for this research, one of the managers was pregnant
with her third child and was due to take maternity leave three months later. One area
she cited as being a problem was her childcare arrangements for her two children
while she would be on maternity leave with her third child:

We have Wv problems, first of all, we would have to pay the full time rate to
hold the childcare spot which was bad enough doing it with one but we would
really be under pressure doing it for two. Secondly, the school nightmare starts
next September so we do have the problem because the childminder doesn't
collect or pick up because she is tied to the house with other children so it looks
like we will have to review our childcare situation, even though we are very
happy with her (Manager T, Public Sector).

Securing childcare that both parents and children are happy with can be a difficult
decision. As previously mentioned by the female managers, the school run can be a
problem for many parents unless childcare that is being used provides the service of
collecting the children and looking after them until the parents come home from work.
Otherwise, parents may be forced to cut down to part time hours especially when no
other support is being offered. This problem is reinforced by the lack of choice in
childcare provision:
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My main difficulty was to find someone to mind my children, it was fairly
difficult to find someone who would fit into our situation, my husband works
part time, so it’s hard to know when he will be working and it’s hard then to get
somebody to fit into that, to get someone who would be available at short notice
^Manager J, Public Sector).

What I found the hardest about returning to work was finding somebody who
could look after my kids. I would be up at 7.00am in the morning, and trying to
get the kids ready and get myself ready, it's like having two jobs (Manager D,
Publie Sector).

The researeh findings from this study agree with a study eonducted by Drew et al.,
(2003) who state that women would prefer for a relative to mind their children. Each
manager in the eurrent study responded that they are now happy with their childcare
options. However, two thirds of the respondents said that they have had problems at
some stage trying to seeure somebody who they trusted with their children. The issue
of trust combined with securing somebody who lived in a suitable location were
deemed important factors to consider when choosing childcare.

Many middle

managers spoke of not having any family support living in their area. Five managers
out of a sample of 20 stated that they use family as part of their ehildcare arrangement
but all of these five ehildeare arrangements are mixed with creche/ehildminder also.
The female middle managers who participated in this study suggested that once their
children are happy, their life as a manager and mother is much better:

The childminder is another mother to them, she gives them their breakfast,
drops the older kids to school, she collects them and gives them their dinner.
The children even call them mom and dad, they are just that brilliant (Manager
F, Publie Sector).

We are lucky because we have a before and after school club so I would drop
them to school at 8.00am and collect them again between 5.30-6.00pm. If we
collect them any sooner, they are disgusted because they miss out on play time,
they do some homework and they have dinner (Manager Q, Publie Sector).
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1 think the creche is incredibly beneficial for them, when we get half way to
school my daughter says she can’t wait to see her friends, she absolutely loves
it, loves the interaction. Now if she were at home all day with me, would she be
the same, probably not (Manager H, Private Sector).

Ten participants from the current study state that at some stage, difficulties regarding
their childcare emerged. The main area most often cited was the inflexibility offered
by the childminder/creche:

/ used to go every lunch hour and collect the children and drop them off at the
childminder because she didn V drive, but I got very sick from being so tired, but
now with the new childminder, Fm much happier and so are the children
(Manager D, Public Sector).

/ came back to work full time after my first and second child because my
childminder was willing to take the kids but as my family increased to four, she
wasn’t willing to take the four of them for five days so she cut down to three
days, so now 1 work a three day week, sometimes four (Manager F, Public
Sector).

As can be identified by the quotations presented above, finding suitable childcare can
prove problematic for many working mothers. Having good childcare can often be
the deciding factor for a mother to work full time or part-time. The findings from this
research illustrate that there are many issues which face female middle managers after
maternity leave. Guilt is an issue which can have serious implications on the female
manager, and there are many areas where guilt can manifest itself Childcare can also
be a dominant issue associated with the career progression of middle managers.
Childcare needs are seen as a substantial difficulty for working female managers. The
importance of home support offered by husbands to their wives in the current study is
considered vital to female managers returning to work following maternity leave.
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Balancing Career and Motherhood

It is clear from the research findings that there are many diffieulties that working
mothers have to overeome. The eulmination of the issues detailed thus far for female
middle managers returning to work after maternity leave leads to the dilemma of
balaneing a eareer with motherhood.

Managers returning to work after maternity

leave state their position in the company can be diffieult beeause of the workload
involved and eite the diffieulty of time demands to be a major issue. Many of the
managers who partieipated in this study drop the ehildren to the creehe/childminder
before going to work. The majority of managers in turn arrive to work at 9.00am but
have to be gone again at 5.00pm to eolleet their ehildren and go home. This can be
difficult as many managers admit to staying in the office for long hours before they
had children and ean now no longer do this beeause of time constraints;

One difficulty for me was getting used to coming into the office at 9.00am,
maybe 8.00am, but leaving again at 5.00pm. Before the children, / would easily
have been here until 10.00 pm, maybe sometimes 11.00pm ^Manager O, Public
Sector).

Many females who participated in this researeh would say that they are happy with
their work-life balanee but the reasons for their good work-life balanee are often
primarily due to a shorter working week:

I think that I have achieved a good work-life balance, I have a five day week
condensed into a three day week (Manager A, Private Sector).

1 think work-life balance is driven by yourself, it’s a personal thing. You make
sure that when you are off, that it is dedicated time for you and your family,
instead ofphone calls coming in at 7.00pm in the evening (Manager B, Private
Seetor).

Evidently when the same issue was diseussed with respondents who work a full
working week, the interviewees’ responses were quite different:
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At the moment, I have a dreadful work-life balance because I am working very
hard (Manager D, Public Sector).

Monday to Friday is hectic because I work a five day week, and when I get
home, Fm doing the homework with the kids in the evening, bathing them and
putting them to bed (Manager E, Public Sector).

All of the managers agreed that work-life balance is necessary for a healthy working
life. The illustrative quotes above show that working full time hours and then coming
home to a second shift has its consequences. The interviewed managers state that
trying to balance motherhood with a career is difficult. For female managers, trying to
achieve a balance between their home life and career can prove especially difficult for
first time mothers:

/ do enjoy my job a lot but at the moment my work-life balance is dreadful, I am
in at work all day and don't get out until after 6.00pm. Trying to get back to
work is stressful because you forget things, and I must make an extra effort
(Manager I, Private Sector).
This finding corresponds with research conducted by Redmond et al., (2006) who
state that women can easily lose confidence if they experience negative workplace
environments. Trying to achieve a healthy work-life balance can often become a
struggle for working mothers. There are many areas of commitment that must be
fulfilled:

It's tough, absolutely. You are trying to juggle a lot of balls in the air, without a
doubt. You are trying to give everybody 100 per cent commitment, whether its
your husband, your kids, your job and then make sure that everybody is getting
the best at whatever time that is (Manager H, Private Sector).

The quotation from the above manager exhibits the different areas where her
commitments lie. She is a successful female manager who has to balance her time
between her career, and her family.

Many of the managers have echoed similar

situations:
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I don 't see what Fm doing as any different to other women around the country
(Manager G, Private Sector)

The female middle managers who participated in the current study have stated that
trying to balance career and family can be difficult but with the help of their husbands
and in some situations, their extended family, balancing the two areas can be made
easier. The research respondents believe that employers should have an obligation to
help female managers with young families, however for some female managers, this
support does not exist within their company culture:

Work-life balance in my job is very difficult. My boss is in the US so there is an
expectation that you are available for calls in the evening or at night. There is
little consideration for the fact that you have a baby (Manager N, Private
Sector).

This situation can be very difficult on female managers who are trying to give full
commitment both at work and to their family. The lack of balance between both areas
can have a negative impact on the female manager. When conducting this research,
four interviewees stated that without home support provided by their husbands,
achieving a positive work-life balance would be impossible:

Because my husband is so good around the house, we do get to spend quality
time with the kids (Manager O, Public Sector).

Fm lucky that my home support is so good, Fm very lucky that way but you still
have to keep a military operation (Manager H, Private Sector).

Fm lucky that I never have to really worry about my daughter, because even if
she is sick, my husband or her nana is with her (Manager G, Private).

/ live nearly an hour away from work. My husband does the cooking, shopping,
housework and washing, 1 do very little of that and that helps because I don’t
have to be worrying about that when I get home (Manager D, Public Sector).
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Building on the initial findings regarding childcare, it emerges from the research that
in order to balance a career with motherhood, family support is essential:

My husband and I work in the same organisation, but when the kids do get sick,
we have been very lucky so far because either 1 was off that particular morning
or he was so we could juggle it that way, the sick child gets put into the car,
either of our cars, then that car gets changed in the car park and one of us goes
home, we live about 20 miles away from work, so it’s a distance for a sick child
to be in the back of a car, but it all comes down to organising (Manager Q,
Public).

The interviewees reinforced that trying to balance a career with motherhood can be
difficult, especially when children do get sick.

A sick child can put a strain on

managers as they often have to leave their work immediately and depending on the
company, this may not be looked at in a positive way:

My son was sick when he did go into the creche, because in the creche, they do
pick up everything going so he was quite sick for the first two weeks so I had to
leave early a couple of days. My mother helped out and my husband did as well
but I still felt guilty having to leave after just arriving back into the office, they
were quite understanding at work but you know, I still felt they would prefer me
to make other arrangements, for somebody else to collect him (Manager S,
Private).

The issue of guilt has previously been examined in Section 4.3, and its reoccurrence
here is increased evidence of the emotional complexities experienced by women and
is typical of the difficulties female middle managers face when balancing work and
family.

Despite good intentions to achieve a work-life balance, five of the

interviewees for this study admitted to emailing and/or receiving phone calls
regarding work when they were at home:

105

Chapter Four

Analysis of Findings

Fm off on Fridays at the moment, so at some stage during the day, I would
check my emails but I don't go out of my way to check them (Manager H,
Private Sector).

/ do check my emails at night and 1 would take later calls a few evenings a week
(Manager N, Private Sector).

/ do log on at weekends, and 1 do check my emails every night (Manager C,
Public Sector).

While trying to succeed in achieving a work-life balance, female manager respondents
in this research study state that they do check in with work after hours in the form of
checking emails before going to bed, during the week, and again at the weekend; this
is evidence of the difficulties they have in trying to balance their home time with
work time. The findings from this research are similar to that of Fine Davis et al.,
(2005) who state that the interaction between the workplace and life outside work is
becoming increasingly complex for working parents, as they endeavour to balance
work and caring responsibilities
As discussed, some managers struggle with attempting to achieve this balance, while
others forego career advancement to balance the demands of home and work.
Interestingly, it did emerge from this research that half of the middle managers
interviewed have succeeded in positively balancing career with motherhood:

Before my maternity leave, I had a dreadful work-life balance, I used to work in
the office until 8.00pm or 9.00pm at night, then I would come home and be
worrying about it at home, thinking about what I had to do tomorrow and so on.
But when I returned after maternity leave, my work-life balance picked up
because it was no longer my career, it was only a job to me after that, at
5.00pm, I was gone out of the office because I wanted to get home and see my
child (Manager K, Private Sector).

This particular manager chooses to spend more time with her family instead of
building on her career like she would have done prior to her maternity leave. She
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states that she no longer thinks of her work as a eareer, but “only” now as a job.
Other female managers illustrate how their work-life balanee is better after maternity
leave;

/ have to be very focused because I don ’t have time to become distracted and I
have to prioritise what is important and what is not. My career has probably
got better because I can still get through an awful lot of work in a more
condensed amount of time because I have to (Manager C, Publie Seetor).

/ think I work better now, more efficiently and just better (Manger B, Private
Sector).

These female managers have stated that since having children, their use of time at
work has improved greatly due to better planning and being more focused; and
believe that organisation between work and home is vital. Becoming a parent has
allowed some managers to prioritise their time at work better.

These particular

middle managers appear to have successfully achieved a positive balance between
their work and home life following maternity leave. These respondents believe that a
positive attitude towards balancing career with motherhood is essential. Many of the
female managers have proactively engaged in efficient time management in order to
be more productive during working hours enabling them to leave the office on time.
Perhaps lessons can be learned from these women in relation to achieving an
equilibrium to work-life balance. This has implications for mentoring and will be
discussed later in the chapter.

Findings from the current research suggest that work-life balance is an important
factor for employees but can often be a struggle for female managers. From the
research gathered, there are obstacles to attaining a positive work-life balance but this
can be helped when there is good support at home and also from the workplace.
Findings from the current research show that half of the interviewees acknowledge
that they have a good work-life balance and owe this to the support offered by their
husbands. In cases where the female managers are not happy with the balance, it
appears the unhappiness is stemming from the workplace, the workload and the lack
of accommodation by employers in helping their employees achieve a positive work107
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life balance.

Therefore, the findings indicate that in order for a balance to be

achieved, assistance needs to be provided by the employers. This, however, opens a
debate on whether such assistance should be gender specific or gender neutral.
Research in the area of male work-life balance would be interesting in this regard, as
would research which focuses on the home support provided by wives in helping
husbands achieve a positive work-life balance. A more holistic approach to work-life
balance might ultimately help in addressing some gender issues and might help
women better balance career with motherhood.

Following on from balancing work with family, maternity leave entitlements will now
be discussed, particularly, in relation to the length of maternity leave offered to
mothers and the issue regarding unpaid leave.

4.4

Perspectives on Maternity Leave Entitlements

All of the managers who were interviewed for the current research were entitled to 26
weeks of maternity leave.

As will be seen, however, from the findings, many

differing perspectives are offered from the managers who were interviewed on the
length of maternity leave.

From the sample interviewed, there were seven

interviewees who had the opinion that 26 weeks of maternity leave was sufficient:
/ think it’s very good. 1 think that it is a sufficient amount of time (Manager A,
Private Sector).

I think it is pretty good. I know some countries have longer maternity leave but
you know, it is pretty good (Manager B, Private Sector).

The managers who participated in this research all have mixed opinions regarding the
appropriate amount of time allocated for maternity leave but the length of maternity
leave taken often is dependent on the female managers eagerness to go back to work.
The seven managers who were content with Ireland’s maternity leave noted that 26
weeks was sufficient because the female manager could still request unpaid leave and
in some cases, the female manager also had holidays to take so it added up to a large
amount of time:
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The first time I didn’t think that the 26 weeks was enough at all, but this being
my second maternity leave, 1 cannot wait to get back to work (Manager K,
Private Sector).

Interestingly, this manager having just availed of her second maternity leave,
looked forward to returning to work, however, her thoughts on her first maternity
leave were very different. This perspective offered conveys that although the 26
weeks matemity leave is widely accepted as being a sufficient amount of time,
differing circumstances can prevail:

For me, it was just right because from the point of view that you have a get out
clause in that you can avail of unpaid maternity leave as well, and I think most
people do go for that option unless they are under pressure to get back to work
(Manager G, Private Sector).
As the research indicates, there are many female managers who are content with the
length of matemity leave. As one of the managers stated, unpaid leave is an option
for anybody who decides that after 26 weeks, the female manager is not ready to
return to work.
Eleven of the managers interviewed have decided to take unpaid leave together with
their matemity leave entitlements because these female managers believe the length
of matemity leave is insufficient. One of the primary reasons stated by the female
managers for taking unpaid leave was the managers believed that six months is too
early to have a child in full time childcare and taking unpaid leave would mean that
the child would be on average 11 months before going to a childminder or creche.
When these female managers were asked what they thought of the 26 weeks matemity
leave, their responses were:

/ don’t think it is long enough. I know a lot of women who have had babies, and
we have all taken unpaid leave in addition to the 26 weeks. It is very difficult to
afford that but we have all done it as we felt six months was too early to have a
baby in a creche (Manager N, Private Sector).
109

Analysis of Findings

Chapter Four

To be honest, I didn’t want to go back after the 26 weeks. I was in a position
where 1 could take the unpaid leave and then I had holidays from last year that I
hadn’t taken so 1 took them as well, so I was off nearly 11 months (Manager J,
Private Sector).

From the research sample, 11 managers who participated in this study took the option
of unpaid leave. One issue that was described by all of the 11 managers was that
babies need their mothers when they are small, and these female managers made a
choice to stay at home longer than the 26 weeks maternity leave.

One manager

however, describes how taking unpaid leave did not enhance her career;

When I went out on maternity leave, my job was divided up between different
staff members so when I came back, they found it difficult giving back that
responsibility and the fact that I was out for nearly a year does not help matters
(Manager J, Private Sector).

Female managers have a choice to make - should unpaid leave be taken and risk
career progression or should maternity leave entitlements only be taken and return to
work when the baby is six months old? The choice that female middle managers
make is a personal one and for every manager it is a different and difficult decision to
make. Findings from the current research indicate that nine of the participants did not
take unpaid leave, mainly because of financial reasons;

/ have four children in total but I did not take unpaid leave with the last two
because financially, I couldn’t afford it. My husband’s job is a bit dodgy but
that’s another story (Manager F, Public Sector).

The first time, I took my maternity leave plus my unpaid leave and I also had
holidays so I took them as well but this time around, Fm not taking the unpaid
because offinancial reasons (Manager K, Private Sector).

Findings from the current study show that 11 of the female managers did take unpaid
leave because they firmly believe they should be at home with their children until the
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children reached a certain age. Over half (11) of the managers believe that maternity
leave should be longer, and these interviewees were asked how long they believe
maternity leave should be:

/ think if it was about eight months, it would be better (Manager I, Private
Sector).

/ think it should be made longer definitely. I think its very important to have
time with the baby, I took 11 months and looking back on it, / was probably
ready to go back tw’o months before the end of it. So I do think between eight
and nine months would be a fair length of time (Manager S, Private Sector).

These managers believed that eight months would be a suitable amount of time for
maternity leave. Each of the managers believed at this stage, that their child would be
old enough to go to the childminder. The interviewed female managers believe that
they have many considerations because the longer a female manager is out of the
workforce, the more difficult it is for both the child and the mother to implement a
routine:
The disadvantage of longer maternity leave is the longer you spend time with
your child, the more attached you are and the harder it is to get back to work.
You need to get back into work, into a routine, the longer you are out; the
harder it is (Manager D, Public Sector).

The above response describes how difficult it is to get the balance between what age a
child goes into childcare and the length of time a female manager is out of the
workforce. Parental leave is one area that can help female managers with returning to
work without taking unpaid leave. In Ireland, seventy days are allowed for every
child up to the age of eight years but some mangers state this is still not enough:

If I use two days per week on my fourth child alone, then it is used up in 35
weeks, 70 days is absolutely pittance.

I think that they should increase the

maternity leave and paternity leave but most definitely the parental leave
(Manager F, Public Manager).
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One of the managers states that she is very happy to be working in the public sector
simply because of her unpaid leave.

It is interesting to note that from the sample

interviewed, nine of the respondents were working in the public sector but eight of
these managers were more concerned about job flexibility on their return to work
following maternity leave than their unpaid leave:

/ feel lucky to be in the public sector. I was afforded the opportunity to take
extra leave and come back to my previous position. However, 1 see my sister
who works in the private sector, the job that she will go back to after her
maternity leave, she doesn’t have any idea what her role will be, it will be the
same salary but it could be any function (Manager Q, Public Sector).

Four of these public service managers stated that they did not take unpaid leave
mainly due to financial reasons. From a sample of 20 respondents, only one
husband took paternity leave for two weeks when his child was bom. All of the
other 19 female managers stated that their husbands would not take paternity leave,
mainly because of financial reasons but also because of the current economic
situation. One of the managers however did illustrate that she would be happier if
parental leave could be better shared between both parents:

I do think that it is harder on men, even though 1 know it is more traditional that
the woman does take the time to mind the child. If the man, however, wants to
take a few days or a week off, in my experience they just take their annual leave
because the paternity leave is unpaid, and employers don 7 seem to look
favourably on it (Manager G, Private Sector).

The research findings illustrate that paternity leave is still a difficulty for female
middle managers because of a traditional culture where mothers are expected to stay
at home and mind their children. Respondents who participated in this study stated
that many fathers would like to take paternity leave but cannot do so because it is seen
as not being “normal” and so it falls on the mother to take time out of her career and
mind their children. This issue also compounds the guilt, as described earlier, that
female middle managers experience when they do return to work. The findings from
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this research concur with Deven and Moss (2002) who state that a respectable number
of mothers take leave, most fathers do not, and one reason for this is that in most
European states financial support during parental leave is non-existent or limited and
in Ireland, paid paternity leave does not exist.

There are circumstances, however, where female managers decide not to take their
full maternity leave entitlements either because of pressure from themselves to go
back to work and sometimes there is pressure from the workplace. Therefore, it is not
completely the managers’ own choice to only take a percentage of the maternity leave
she is entitled to:

I came back to work six weeks early because of a little bit ofpressure both from
myself and from work (Manager H, Private Sector).

/ didn 7 take my full maternity entitlements. 1 did take a good bit in fairness. 1
felt it wasn 7 going to make much of a difference to be back earlier rather than
later, but in hindsight, Fm thinking I was a eejet but you know, you just get on
with it really, I don 7 look back and worry about it (Manager E, Public Sector).
It is evident from these responses that managers have a lot of pressure which they
inflict on themselves; however, some pressure does come from their workplace.
Work projects may be coming up, and therefore, the female manager believes she
should be at work for these projects. The female managers consider themselves to be
committed to their career and so some female managers cannot be out of their place of
work for six months or more:

It's like leaving a job nearly because when you walk out on the last day you are
gone for six months or more. I didn 7 take my full six months (Manager G,
Private Sector).

The same manager however does conclude by stating that the company does not stop
for anyone no matter how good any manager might think they are:
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You wonder were you ever really that important. You expect everything to just
stop because your not there (Manager G, Private Sector).

This manager also believed that once she left her workplace, her immediate boss
would understand the amount of time she put into her job before she left, but this was
not the case. This is a common misgiving that female managers have when they take
their maternity leave entitlements. These findings agree with research conducted by
Linehan (2000) who found that these stressors together with trying to maintain a
family can create enormous pressures on women in management.

There are many pressures upon female middle managers to work efficiently. Many of
these issues stem from perceptions of professionalism, on returning to work after
maternity leave. Breastfeeding, for example, is an issue that was cited regularly as a
problem for female managers when they returned to work.

Three of the female

managers live a considerable distance away from work and so all of them gave up
breastfeeding before going back to work because their workplace did not offer an area
that would facilitate breastfeeding:
/ breastfed both my children but I gave up when I came back to work. I live an
hours drive away so it would have been too complicated and to be honest, that
is one thing that 1 think it would be more of a support for women returning after
childbirth if there were facilities to support breastfeeding at work (Manager E,
Public Sector).

For my first two kids, I did intend breastfeeding longer, but because I came
back to work, I had to wean them off the breastfeeding. I know you are allowed
to go home and breastfeed for one hour in the day, but that is still not enough
because with my third child, you could have been feeding her all day long
(Manager F, Public Sector).

Maternity leave in Ireland with all of the entitlements on offer is certainly better than
some European countries but there is still some improvements to be considered in
terms of the length of maternity leave. As can be seen from the findings, seven of the
female managers believed 26 weeks to be sufficient, mainly because they see the
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additional unpaid leave as a top up to the 26 weeks. This, however, ean divide female
managers into two groups, those who can afford to take the extra leave with no pay
and those who have no option but to return to work after 26 weeks because of
financial reasons. The findings also show that again financial reasons prevent many
fathers from taking parental time off when their child is bom. Evidence from this
research suggests, however, that this is an area that could be improved upon. It is
possible that more mothers would progress past middle management if gender
specific issues such as maternity leave were more positively addressed. It can be
suggested that steps must be taken to address traditional perspectives of maternity
leave, and childcare if more women are to positively advance their careers. The next
section examines promotional issues and career progression of female middle
managers after their return to the workforce.

4.5 Promotions, Career Progression, and the Issue of Choice for
Female Managers on Returning to the Workplace after
Maternity Leave
Exploring the areas of promotions and career progression with female middle
managers who return to work following maternity leave proved complex, with many
related issues emerging. Career progression for female managers can be difficult in
general, but trying to secure a promotion, or choosing to avail of a promotional
opportunity after maternity leave can be an area that is most difficult for females.
The availability and time that female managers had for their career before maternity
leave is significantly reduced because of taking care of their children following
maternity leave. Some of the managers who participated in this research note how
their careers have suffered since returning to work after having a child:

Since having my daughter, my career has changed because now, Fm only doing
administration. I would have said before that I had a career path, I was going
somewhere but now Fm really only an employee (Manager G, Private Sector).

Oh definitely, my career has suffered. We do a lot of business on the Continent
and before I would go, but now if someone has to travel, I wouldn’t be able to
go so that automatically cancels me out of a lot of business contracts. If I had
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to leave for five days at the moment, it just wouldn’t happen because I just
wouldn't be able to do it. My child comes before my work (Manager J, Private
Sector).

/ used to work in London but after having our first child, we decided to move
home and it has taken me six years to get to the position here that I was in over in
London, if I chosen not to have children, my career could be very different
(Manager Q, Public Sector)

As can be seen from the illustrative quotes; since having a child the perspectives of
these middle managers have changed as a result of motherhood. The above quotes
from these particular female middle managers acknowledge that they no longer have
the same ambition as they did prior to their maternity leave. One of the managers
however, did acknowledge that if she choose not to have children, her career could be
different:

Occasionally I have thought about if I had no kids, how different my life would
be, Fve occasionally thought about that, and Fve just thought oh well, I would
probably stay working later, I would attend more work type functions (Manager
E, Public Sector).

Another comment by one of the managers states that:

/ was the office manager so it changed my career path entirely, it was my
choice.

When you 're the manager, if somebody rings in sick, you ’re the one

who has to cover. It wasn't something that was said to me but it really is a
given that I wasn't going back to that position, I wouldn’t have been able to
give it the same 100% (Manager G, Private Sector).

The above manager decided of her own accord not to return to her management
position when she returned to work following her maternity leave. As commented by
her, the workload would be too heavy and she would not be able to balance that
workload with family commitments. This finding indicates that the ambition that
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some female middle managers once had which was discussed in brief earlier can
decline on returning to work following maternity leave:

I would probably think twice now about going for a promotion. My priorities
have changed with regard to work and I think my personal life has taken
priority over it. I come in and do my job 9.00am - 5.00pm as best I can. /
would be a very conscientious worker and I get on with things but home life is
now my main priority (Manager S, Private Sector).

It’s hard to say if I would go for promotion or not. You are then committing
yourself to the business, and you would be spending more time in the office
which means less time at home (Manager J, Private Sector).

The interviewees described that before having children, they would certainly have
thought about putting themselves forward for a promotion, but since becoming a
parent, their priorities have changed to suit the needs and wants of their family. This,
however, is a choice made by each of the individual female managers. Nine of the
middle managers who were interviewed for this research note that they are not
positive about climbing the career ladder in the near future:

I think having a child has impacted upon my career decisions (Manager 1,
Public Sector).
/ would apply for more promotions if I didn't have kids (Manager D, Public).

Before I got pregnant first time around, I would probably have been much more
ambitious (Manager J, Public Sector).

Nine of the female managers who participated in the current study state that having
children has had a negative impact on their careers because of their lack of ambition
which they perceive is due to their having children. From the current research
findings, it has been established that children can act as a barrier to women
progressing in the workforce, primarily from choices that women themselves make,
rather than decisions made by employers not to promote women with children. The
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findings from this research disagree with Kimmel (2006) who states that mothers are
often passed over for promotion due to their responsibility as primary carers in the
family. The current findings highlight that not availing of promotional opportunities
is a choice that the female manager herself makes rather than the company with which
she works:

The only thing I would say is that in making a decision to move my career
forA’ard, I would have been conscious of the fact that I have a child and in
having a management role, I would be very conscious of that (Manager C,
Public Sector).

The current findings strongly emphasise the issue of choice. Since having children,
many middle managers priorities have changed regarding their career and respondents
believe that their career has suffered since having children:

Yes I think it has because 1 have gone from being a manager to being on the
ground floor again, and that's hard to grasp. There are so many jobs now, that
1 am automatically left out of because of my commitment issues. I can 7 commit
because my children come first. I would no longer classify myself as career
driven (Manager L, Private).

Reinforcing the dominant finding of choice that emerges from the research thus far is
the impact that choice has on promotions. Seven of these middle managers have been
promoted either while pregnant or in some cases, recently after returning to work
following the birth of their child:

While I was on maternity leave, / applied for a management position here, so
when I returned to work, in January, I took up a management position in
February (Manager D, Public Sector).

When I came back after having baby number one, I was going for a new
position, a promotion and I got it (Manager H, Private Sector).
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I had myself convinced that I would not get the promotion because first I am a
female manger with three children, and I had number four on the way and that I
would not be able to handle it, but that didn’t affect my job prospects and I got
the job (IVlanager G, Public Sector).

The responses by these female middle managers illustrate that having ehildren did not
affeet their promotional prospects because they choose not to let motherhood
negatively impact on their career. The findings from this research strongly state that
personal choice is one of the main reasons why there are so few female middle and
senior level managers. As mentioned previously, one manager had expeeted not to get
a promotion because of being a mother of three children but that did not effect her in
any way from getting the promotion that she believed she deserved. Some of the
female managers stated that having ehildren has not had any impaet on their eareers:

Having children has not impacted upon my promotion because 1 did get a
promotion. 1 have put so much into my education and career, 1 have continued
to do courses over the last few years and I believed that Ijust couldn’t give it up
and I didn 7 want to give it up, to stay at home full time because I like working
(Manager F, Public Sector).
Findings from this research indicate that female managers with ehildren may be
achieving more now than they would have in the years before they had children. The
previous manager summarised that beeause she has spent much of her life doing
different courses and attaining different edueational achievements in order to progress
her eareer, she believes that she could not give that up to become a stay at home
mother. This is all very positive for this manager and coincidentally, it was not until
she started having children that her career started progressing.

Another female

manager found herself in the same position;

Shortly after my first child was born, my career actually took off, around the
time that I was pregnant really (Manager D, Public Sector).

Findings from the eurrent researeh indieate that choice plays a large part in women’s
promotional opportunities. Seven of the females interviewed were promoted since
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becoming a mother. As can be seen from the research, there are middle managers
who do not allow their home life to impact negatively upon their careers.

The

findings from the research highlight that although barriers do exist for female
managers, the main issue for progression relates to the choice of whether they want
their careers to prosper or not. It can be argued, therefore, that many women simply
choose not to progress their careers following the birth of their children. For those
who do choose career progression, the areas already discussed such as childcare,
work-life balance, and dealing with guilt need to be properly and positively addressed
to enable promotional opportunities. For many female managers, networking is an
area that needs to be exploited, and in particular, in relation to promotional activities.
The next section examines difficulties of networking for female managers on
returning to the workplace.

4.6

Networking for Female Managers on Their Return to
Work Following Maternity Leave

While female managers are on maternity leave, networking can be considered a workrelated task and so many female managers opt out of networking while on maternity
leave so as not to allow it to interfere with family commitments. Respondents to this
research acknowledge the importance of networking for their careers:

Yes, I think networking is very important.

You are building relationships,

getting referrals, its vital really (Manager S, Private Sector).

Yes I would consider networking io be very important for a person’s career. I
think a lot of networking though has to do with a person’s personality (Manager
O, Public Sector).

/ think networking is key because people make things happen, so ifyou 're not a
networker, you 're not meeting people, and in that sense you ’re not getting
information, giving information and sometimes you can miss out on things
(Manager C, Public Sector).
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The interviewees note the importance of networking regarding their careers and the
direction they want their careers to go. As identified, networking is important but for
many female managers who go back to work following maternity leave, putting aside
time for networking can become a serious issue. The female managers make a choice
in relation to whether they wish to engage in networking outside of their working day:

You tend to go to what you can, with the kids now, it is more difficult. A lot of
the meetings are in the morning, with breahfast mornings and briefings which
start at 8.00am which does not suit all of the time so my husband would have to
do the drop to the creche then. Evening networking events I would have to say I
don’t do at all (Manager H, Private Sector).

Another respondent to the research details that she is not part of any informal
networking simply because of family commitments. Formal networking does require
an additional amount of time and many female managers may be able to afford time
for formal networking but rarely have a chance to include themselves in informal
networking, with many stating that informal networking is reserved for their male
colleagues:
I do think that men have the upper hand here because they can do so much
informal networking, like playing sport or going for an after work drink
(Manager O, Public Sector).

As illustrated, informal networking is perceived to be much easier for male managers
than it is for female managers. It has been shown that networking can aid the career
progression of both male and female managers.
between formal and informal networking.

There is a difference, however,

Many of the female mangers who

participated in this current research noted that they often attend formal networking
meetings in the morning or afternoons but rarely participate in informal networking.
The findings from the current study indicate that only one female middle manager
who participated in this study has successfully networked informally:

/ play golf and am the only female member on the work golf group. Internal to
the organisation, I would have been involved in all kinds of different
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committees. I have been working on networking more and while I might not
call it networking, that in effect is really what it is (Manager E, Public Sector).

Networking is an activity that many managers acknowledge is important, but the
number of female managers who become involved in networking is low.

Findings

from this research conclude that there are not enough female managers actively
involved in informal networking, because of time constraints and flexibility issues.
Male managers tend to network either formally or informally much more than their
female counterparts.

One female manager remarked on her own experience of

networking:

I think that men are naturally better at networking, men have a higher level of
self confidence. I think networking is very important but it is something that I
am allergic to, I hate networking. I think it is a fantastic skill for anybody who
can network but it is so insincere. I would know less women that are good at it
(Manager M, Public Sector).

Networking, therefore, is something that not every manager engages in. The findings
from this current study agree with Wirth (2001) who states that informal networking
usually takes place socially and often outside of working hours, and women are less
keen and have less time to take part in such gatherings, due to family commitments.
The research findings indicate however, that in general female managers are not less
keen to attend such gatherings, but rather have less time:

/ would not have gone to many networking evenings since I have had children
but I would still go to some because I think it is important (Manager T, Public
Sector).

Probably after two and a half years, I was where some people were after 10
years, I had followed through on my opportunities and by virtue of that, I would
think networking is key and its only my fourth year here and I am a manager
with one and a halfyears (Manager C, Public Sector).
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The female managers who participated in this research indicate that networking is
very important, however, family commitment is one of the main reasons cited why
more female managers do not network informally. Due to family commitments, many
of the female mangers who would have previously networked prior to having children
have discontinued due to time constraints, an issue that was discussed in-depth earlier.
Childcare arrangements need to be altered if a networking event is scheduled either in
the morning or evening, and in many circumstances it is the female manager who
drops the child into childcare while on the way to work and collects the child again on
the way home:

/ would consider networking vital for anyone's career. 1 was part of a business
group a few years ago, there were about 11 of us in the group and everybody
was from a different background so it was really beneficial. / have left that
group since though because our meeting used to be on at 7.00am every Tuesday
morning so I gave that up, it was much more simple when 1 had no kids
(Manager B, Private Sector).

Evidentially, from the research it can be concluded that networking is vital for all
careers, male or female, however females tend to have less time for networking once
they have children. Findings from the current research show that many female
managers were involved in a considerable amount of networking prior to starting a
family but because of trying to juggle childcare and after work events, networking
now becomes unrealistic due to time constraints. The managers interviewed believe
their career to be a job only while their children are young;

/ don’t generally have time for networking (Manager J, Private Sector).

I could go on and try for higher positions but you can’t, Fll stay at this level for
a while and move again later when the kids are older. I used to be involved in
networking much more before the kids (Manager E, Public Sector).

The above manager declares that at the moment, networking would not be of any aid
to her career because she is content where she is in terms of her career at present. She
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did, however, state that at a time in the future, she would hope to receive a further
promotion and the likelihood of networking will then be addressed by her.

All of the female managers who participated in this study were married, and their
husbands all work and so it can be very difficult to network when a female manager
has to think about childcare arrangements for an evening when no extended family
support is available. Many of the female managers interviewed live in new suburban
areas with neighbours they do not know and many have no one to rely on for
childminding:

We have a calendar and we diary in when either of us will be unavailable and
we pencil that in, we have to because otherwise an evening could come and I
think I can go to something and meanwhile he thinks he’s going to another
conference. We have that because we don’t have any family around us
(Manager T, Public).
Some female managers who have been promoted have no desire to climb the career
ladder any further and so do not believe networking to be essential for their future:

I haven’t had any experience with networking. I have been working here for
eight years, and I suppose I haven 7 had to. 1 would agree with networking
though (Manager G, Private Sector).

One of the female managers stated that if she were to go for another promotion, only
then would she commence networking. This manager believes there is no agenda for
her at present to network and does not see it as being a beneficial exercise unless
seeking out a new position:

Networking wouldn 7 really be important for me at the moment, but if I was
looking for another promotion or looking for another job, then networking
would be essential for me (Manager K, Private Sector).

The female manager only believes networking to be beneficial if she is going for a
promotion, therefore, the idea of networking has different connotations for different
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female managers.

Findings from the current study show that eight of the female

managers interviewed for the current research state they do not believe networking to
be crucial to their career:

Networking would not be beneficial to my career (Manager J, Private Sector)

It is interesting to note that the seven female managers who did become promoted
after returning to work from maternity leave all believe in the value of networking and
are involved in networking as much as is possible on a daily basis. Findings from the
research, however, compound the fact that while the majority of female managers
acknowledge the benefits of networking, few are interested in involving themselves in
networking due to their own personal choices:

/ think networking depends a lot upon a person’s personality. In my company,
there would be an ‘in ’ crowd and an ‘out ’ crowd and 1 would be part of the
latter (Manager O, Public Sector).

Networking is a personal choice and as can be seen from the cuiTent research, many
female middle managers choose different paths.

All respondents agreed that

networking is highly important for their careers but some females noted that they are
content with the position they are in within their company and do not believe in the
need to advance any further. The respondents indicated that they have little or no
time for networking, particularly, informal networking since having children. Gender
neutral research might be interesting in this regard to determine if male participation
in networking declines on the birth of their children. More traditional research in this
area focused on female exclusion by males to networking, this research indicates
however that non-participation in networking is the females own choice. The findings
reveal that the female middle managers, however, who do engage in networking
appear to climb the career ladder much faster. Many managers who network
successfully do so with the aid of a mentor. The next section looks at mentoring and
how mentoring can help the career advancement of female managers.
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The Role of Mentoring for Female Managers

Findings from the current research illustrate that a mentor can be an essential part of a
manager’s career but trying to secure a mentor can prove difficult. Research from this
study indicates that nine managers who participated in this study have a mentor.
These nine managers believe that their mentors give them vital information that is
important for their careers. These managers, therefore, believe that they will achieve
more in their career due to having an experienced mentor:

My mentor is very good, guiding me and giving me loads of advice. He is well
known and respected and as a result, I have become well known and respected.
He got me involved in the Chamber of Commerce and that has been beneficial
to me (Manager A, Private Sector).

/ would have a very good relationship with my boss who is my mentor and he
gives me guidance and advice which is very helpful (Manager C, Public Sector).
The managers are very positive about their mentors because of their helpful advice
and one of the mangers did receive a promotion shortly after returning to work
following maternity leave. When examining the relationship of managers to mentors,
it appeared that all nine mentors are the respondent’s managers. The managers
interviewed have mentors who are well-respected and as one of the managers cited,
she in turn, has become well respected due to her mentor.

Three of the female

managers state that they have had mentors but would not recognise these mentors as
being a formal mentor, but only a person to whom they go to for advice when needed:

/ wouldn’t consider that I ever had a formal mentor but I have had a lot of
people in my life that I think did have an impact on me, mostly if not all male Fd
say (Manager E, Public Sector).

/ have never had an official mentor in my company (Manager M, Public Sector).

As illustrated by the above manager, she has never had an official mentor but recently
within her company a mentoring programme has been set up but the manager has
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choosen not to take part in it. The manager states that because she is now a mother,
she does not have the time to take part in a mentoring programme. She does state
however, if the mentoring programme had been in place when she started first in the
company before taking time out to have a child, then the situation would be different;

I suppose in a lot of ways the fact that this came about after I came back from
maternity leave, I don't have time to go to the mentees programme, and then
meet with my mentor. Certainly, I think if the programme was in place when I
started my contract, it would have been really useful, particularly just to get
some sense of how to get on (Manager M, Public Sector).

These findings reinforce the data collected relating to networking; female middle
managers do not in general have the time to engage in networking and mentoring
programmes when they return to work following maternity leave. There are other
female middle managers, however, that do not get an opportunity to do this:
/ have never had a dedicated mentor, no definitely not (Manager Q, Public
Sector).
The managers who have never had a formal mentor believe that their informal
mentors are very helpful and are people who they can rely on when advice is needed:

/ have a friend who was not my mentor, but I would have associated him with
that. I got into the area where I am because of him, he has trained me up and
shown me things, but he was not my boss (Manager F, Public Sector).

From the nine mentors mentioned in this research, six of these were male and three
were female mentors.

They were all in senior management within their company

and all had many years of experience. The female mentors were all career focused,
with only one of these mentors having children herself The female managers stated
that:

My mentor has been a wealth of information and she is somebody who has
helped me get to where I am today (Manager H, Private Sector).
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One of the managers who has a female mentor is very happy with her in tenns of
advice given. The mentor herself has no children, which the manager stated as being
a little daunting because she assumed she would not take the manager’s career
seriously, however their relationship is of value to the interviewed manager. The
interviewee states that her mentor is incredibly supportive of her being a manager and
a mother and her mentoring has been of excellent value when returning to work
following maternity leave:

/ have had two babies but my mentor is incredibly supportive and I think it is a
case of she knows that I will do the job and I will give it 100%. She is a person
that 1 have learnt a lot from (Manager H, Private Sector).

My boss would be my mentor and I go to her for advice. She does expect me to
get on with my job myself though as much as 1 can

(Manager S, Private

Sector).

When 1 started first in my company my immediate boss was my mentor and I
learnt a lot J'rom her. Soon after I got her position (Manager G, Private Sector).

According to the interviewees who have had experience of a female mentor, there is
no difference between a male and female mentor. The findings however do agree with
Dreher and Ash (1990) who indicate that individuals with mentors receive more
promotions, have greater career mobility and advance at a faster rate than those
without mentors.

Female mentors offer advice and guidance as would any male

mentor. Of the three female mentors mentioned by the participants, one of them had a
family and so her view would have been regarded as very important to her mentee.
There are, however, less female mentors and also few women available to act as
female role models:

My mentor is female and she is a mother just like me (Manager S, Private
Sector).
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The findings from this research also highlight again the issue of choice that many of
the managers made in relation to mentoring. Many of the organisations in which
these managers work offer mentoring programmes for their employees, but the
managers did not take this opportunity because they simply did not want to have a
mentor. The interviewees are happy to approach their immediate boss if they have a
problem or if they have an issue but do not believe that they need a mentor:

There is a mentoring programme here but I am not part of it or anything
(Manager B, Private Sector).

I have never had a dedicated mentor but I don 7 think you will find too many
people who do have a mentor either (Manager Q, Public Sector).

The research findings highlight that of the eight female managers who do not have a
mentor, only one regrets not trying to secure a mentor earlier on in her career. She
believes if she had a mentor, she would be further in her career by now:
/ have been told that it would be beneficial for me to have one but I do know
that I have suffered because 1 haven 7 had one to guide me along. I am after
signing up to have a mentor but as of yet, I have not heard anything back
(Manager O, Public Sector).

The manager believes that she should be higher up the career ladder now and sees
the lack of a mentor as perhaps being a contributory factor to this. The issue of
time constraints in relation to maternity and other issues was already discussed
earlier in the chapter. Findings from the research note that from nine mentors
mentioned by female managers, one third of these were women, but only one
female mentor had a family. The findings agree with Vinkenburg and Van Engen
(2005: 102) who state that women holding senior organisational positions act as
role models and encourage younger women to fulfil their potential as leaders in the
future, however, the lack of women in senior management positions does impede
this. Half of the female managers who participated in the current study state that
they have successfully achieved balancing their career with their family. This is
positive as it would be beneficial for younger women to have one of these
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managers as a mentor in order to eorrectly balance their career with their home life
earlier on in their career:

/ would go to her for advice, or if I was in any trouble. She has three kids and
is understanding but she is still very job focused (Manager S, Private Sector).

The findings suggest that if more of the female managers became mentors for other
females, who in time want to become managers, then this could benefit future career
progression of younger women.

It is, therefore, evident from this research that the

advice of a mentor, is beneficial to the career advancement of female managers. It is
highlighted in the current research that just under half of the respondents interviewed
had the advice of a mentor and the findings from the research clearly state that the
advice offered from a mentor is valuable for females who want to progress their
careers. The research findings also suggest that where a female middle manager has a
positive work-life balance, their advice/role as a mentor might be a positive influence
on the women trying to balance a career with motherhood and perhaps further
progress their career.

4.8 Summary
This chapter analysed the findings from 20 individual in-depth interviews.

Many

issues were highlighted such as that of childcare and the problems associated with it.
Workplace flexibility is seen as being of paramount importance for female managers
in order to be able to balance their home and work-life. As stated numerous times by
the managers themselves, home support is needed constantly to be able to have a
career as well as having a family. The role of networking, therefore, is seen as being
of prime importance to many of the female respondents who intend on climbing the
career ladder. The findings do highlight this, but as is reflected by these findings, few
of the female managers interviewed engage in informal networking. The issues that
surround the lack of networking by the managers can be seen also with regard to the
notion of mentoring and the sometimes lack of importance towards mentoring. The
findings again reiterate that many of the issues faced by the female managers are self
imposed by themselves rather than the organisations in which they work.
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5.0

Introduction

Numerous research studies have been carried out on different aspects and viewpoints
with female managers in many different countries including Ireland over the past
decades. After some observation however, it is clear that very little research has been
conducted on the issues that female middle managers face when they return to work
following maternity leave in Ireland. The current research set out to analyse these
issues. This chapter, therefore, presents the conclusions of the study and sets out an
agenda for future researchers to build on the current research and also presents some
implications for organisations when female managers return to work after maternity
leave. Many sub-themes have been identified throughout the research, however, these
can be summarised into two main areas:

•

The choices that female managers make in relation to returning to work
following maternity leave

•

The issue of guilt regarding female managers return to work following
maternity leave

5.1

The Choices that the Female Managers make on
Returning to Work Following Maternity Leave

One of the main conclusions to this study relates to the choices faced by female
middle managers. Female managers are faced with many choices regarding their
return to the workplace after maternity leave. Firstly, female managers must decide
on when to return to work and upon that decision, whether to return to work full time
or part-time. Once this initial choice of returning to work has been made, the
managers themselves make choices based on their own personal circumstances. A
choice made by some of these managers was to return to work early, prior to the
official end of their maternity leave entitlements. This was a personal choice made in
relation to their careers but has also had an impact on their organisations. The
research highlights that although the majority of mothers do not want to return to
work until after their maternity leave has ceased, and sometimes not until after their
unpaid leave has been utilised, some choose to return early. From this, it can be
concluded that individual organisations, as well as their employees should be fairly
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free to determine the amount of maternity leave that should be granted on an
individual basis. The findings illustrate that returning to work is easier for some
individual managers. The findings also identify that although eaeh manager may have
different needs, at differing intervals, the managers’ perspectives change as their
family expands. It is therefore, possible to suggest that if organisations, together with
their employees negotiated individual maternity leave, that females who return to
work from maternity leave would reap better rewards such as more efficient career
advancement and companies would not lose key valued staff for long intervals.

During the interviewing process for the current research, it was proposed by some of
the female managers that this leave should be shared with their husbands, and if this
was a couples own choice, this would result in females not being out of the workforce
for long periods of time.

This idea is an interesting suggestion and needs to be

explored further. Although Ireland does allow for parental leave, amounting to 16
weeks, predominately, it is seen that it is the mother who avails of this more often
than the father. Attitudes however are changing, with fathers becoming increasingly
more involved with their children, than previously seen in Ireland.

It can be

suggested, therefore, that maternity leave in general, should be overhauled, and even
consider re-naming the leave with a mixture of maternity and paternity. This should
ensure that for couples where career progression is important to the female partner,
that the opportunity would exist for leave for the male partner allowing the female to
return to work more swiftly than previously possible. This situation would also be
valuable for females who lose their economic value from being out of the workforce
for too long, and therefore make the transition easier when returning to work
following this type of leave.

In relation to the issue of choice, the research illustrated that there are very many
decisions that individual female managers have to make, some of which are of a
personal nature. Breastfeeding is one such choice, but breastfeeding only becomes an
issue for female managers, if, when returning to work after maternity leave, the
female managers are still breastfeeding. Legislation does exist whereby a time
allowance is offered to females in the workplace, in order to breastfeed during
working hours. Companies need to be more focused on women who do return to
work after maternity leave, and do need to be more compassionate about their needs.
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Although this does depend on the size of the organisation, as well as the gender ratio,
individual managers have an obligation to tell their employers if they are not happy
with a given situation such as breastfeeding. This would suggest that organisations
should, based on employee feedback, be more flexible in their approach towards
breastfeeding, enabling working mothers to breastfeed if desired.

Much of the existing research in the field of women in management suggests that
many organisational factors prevent female managers from advancing their careers.
The findings from the current research, however, largely propose alternative reasons,
identifying that the lack of female advancement as a result of the personal choices of
the females themselves. The findings in this research illustrated that one third of
respondents were promoted either while still on maternity leave or shortly after
returning to work, while others said that they choose not to advance their careers. This
is a very positive insight as it shows that having children is no longer seen as a barrier
to career advancement, as suggested in earlier research. Females who have children,
and are progressing their careers are doing so largely because of personal choices.
Organisations have a responsibility to support their female managers by making their
place of work child-friendly, in order to help their female staff with problems which
they may encounter due to childcare problems. To do this, organisations should in
their appraisals of staff, find out what helps the transition of female managers when
they do return to work following maternity leave, and implement these suggestions,
where possible.

Another factor relating to choice pertains to childcare arrangements. The choice of
childcare is usually made by the female, which stems from a traditional perception of
the female as the carer in the family unit and as the findings from the current research
suggest, childcare is mostly chosen closer to the mother’s workplace, than that of the
father’s workplace. The findings suggest that although the husband/ partner would
like more input into the caring of children, childcare is predominately decided by the
female. An interesting observation from this finding is that because many males now
want more input into family life, there can be a power struggle between male and
females regarding child-rearing decision-making, eventually leading to females
becoming the main decision makers, therefore, perpetuating the traditional image of
the female as main carer.

Due to the current economic climate, many males are
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unemployed and as a result of this, there appears to be a changing face to the Irish
workforce. This could result in fathers making decisions based on the preferred
childcare used, perhaps instead or in conjunction with the female manager. It can be
concluded from the current research, therefore, that if more males begin making
decisions about home life, while simultaneously female managers make choices
regarding their careers, the Irish workforce could change. This would allow for men
and organisations, to become aware of the many choices that females do have to
make, each with differing results and some of which have previously impeded the
careers of female managers. Furthermore, this should allow the female managers to
resolve the conflicts between family and career, and highlight the extent of the
conflict which has existed for many years for females working outside of the home.
Initially, once these areas have been highlighted and solutions found this should result
in a greater understanding for these women.

Successful resolving of childcare

responsibilities should ensure greater accommodation of fathers as well as mothers as
being equal in their caring roles.
As evidenced in the research, childcare can pose numerous issues for females. It can
be seen from the findings that few organisations have the resources to offer in-house
childcare, a concern that needs to be addressed by employers promptly.

From

analysing the findings in the current study, it can be suggested that employers should
recognise the childcare issues that currently present themselves primarily to their
female staff, and take the initiative to be constructive to providing some help in this
regard. Family-friendly initiatives such as flexibility are available to staff, but the
findings from this study identified flexibility to be available to only one quarter of the
sample of female managers interviewed with no difference in flexibility regarding
childcare between public and private sector managers.

Flexibility is important to

female managers as this allows them to spend more time with their children; however
the research proposes that if companies began in-house childcare, then females would
be able to spend an appropriate amount of time with their children, permitted by the
organisation, while still at work and could solve many flexibility issues concerning
both female managers and their employers.

Flexibility is vital for achieving a healthy work-life balance for female managers.
Making the correct decisions allows female managers to find this balance, an element
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that all females strive for. Female managers need to achieve their own work-life
balance to suit their individual needs. The current research found that half of the
respondents who participated in the study do enjoy a better work-life balance now,
after having children than before they had children. This finding is important for
female managers, because it highlights to other females that achieving a balance is not
impossible. It is clear that companies need to be committed to their female managers
to help them to achieve a workable balance.

Organisations can reinforce this

commitment by providing information from their female managers who have
achieved an acceptable level of work-life balance, to other female managers who may
find it harder to achieve this balance.

A key issue in successfully achieving the balance between work and family is
effective time management. Female managers must choose from the outset, if they
may be contactable by their organisations after working hours. Both employers and
employees must negotiate this, based on the requirements of the managers and the
organisations.

Flexible working arrangements can be the basis of efficient time

management. To help managers who are parents, either male or female, companies
could contemplate organising workshops whereby professional people speak not only
to both working mothers and fathers, but to the entire workforce on how to achieve
healthy balance to suit individual needs. Additionally, in attempting to balance careers
with family life, the role of the father should not be overlooked. Irish fathers are now,
more than previously, involved in the upbringing of their children. As a result of this,
fathers are now also looking at ways to balance their career with their family life.

Female managers, who successfully balance their careers with their families, should
consider becoming mentors to female managers who may be in a similar situation.
This could be helpful for female managers who come back from maternity leave
without knowing how to regain their work routine. This would also be very beneficial
to their children because if their children grow up seeing their mother in a managerial
role, they will learn that women, as well as men, can be managers. By seeing this, the
traditional view of the mother who stays at home to take care of her children, and who
is unable to have a career, should become an outdated phenomenon.
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The female managers who participated in the current study acknowledge that having a
mentor is very beneficial to their career advancement, however over half of the female
managers did not have a mentor because of the lack of mentors available, but also
because of their personal choice of not wanting a mentor. Organisations should set
out to make mentoring programmes more widespread in the public and private sector
to allow for female managers to make a choice regarding if they would like to avail of
a mentor or not. The research highlighted that many of the female managers were
aware of the importance of having a mentor for their career; however they were
unsure how to contact a mentor. The female managers, who have mentors, have a
responsibility to future female managers to become mentors; thus giving female
managers’ advice and guidance which they previously have received from their own
mentors. This would however, be the choice of the individual female manager.

The issue of choice also prevails when assessing the issue of networking. Previous
literature regarding networking, has always generally involved the ‘old boys club’ and
the exclusion of females from this. The current research highlights that although
elements of the ‘old boys club’ do exist where female managers are not part of the
inner circle, the female interviewees in this research believe that, it is the choice of the
individual whether they want to belong to such a network or not.

Many managers, in this study networked both formally and informally before having
children. It is apparent however, that after having children, very few of the female
managers continued to network informally. There again appears to be the issue of
personal choice towards networking. These choices include the lack of interest in
networking, the notion that networking should only be practised when wanting a
promotion and issues surrounding time constraints. The female managers however
acknowledge the importance of networking, but because they do not like the act of
networking, they will not engage in it. The findings in the current research are similar
to previous findings of a research study conducted by Cross (2007) who found that
women acknowledged the importance of networking in their careers; however they
choose not to directly include themselves within the club. Most previous research
conducted on networking cites the issues surrounding family commitment to be the
main reason why the majority of women do not engage in networking.
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commitments are indeed a reason why females do not network, yet it is not the main
reason emerging from the current research findings.

Throughout the interviews, the debate between public sector and private sector
employees’ was on-going, however, it was a subtle distinction. The choices relating
to working in the public sector or private sector are often made, long before the idea
of having children is discussed by the female managers. It is perceived by private
sector female managers that their public sector counterparts receive better benefits in
the form of flexibility, and better time off when they return from maternity leave. The
findings highlighted however, that this was not always the situation. Although public
sector employees do enjoy more flexibility, the advancement in careers for both the
public sector and private sector employees remains almost identical with both sets of
employees receiving less flexibility the higher their careers advance. Therefore, the
choice of flexibility diminishes when female managers progress their careers. The
current research concludes that the same issues such as childcare, the length of
maternity leave, and the choice to take unpaid leave are faced by both public sector
and private sector female managers.

5.2

The issue of guilt regarding managers return to work
following maternity leave

Throughout the interviews for this research study, guilt was a predominant
reoccurrence when analysing the different issues that female managers face when they
return to work after their maternity leave. The female managers who used full time
childcare for their children expressed their guilt of using childcare and not staying at
home to mind their children themselves. This, however, is a rather contradictory
finding as the female managers who were guilty to be going back to work and not
staying at home, but, all enjoyed returning to work. None of the female managers
would contemplate staying at home full-time to mind their children themselves. The
research suggests that mentoring, which has been previously discussed in the above
section, would be beneficial to other female managers regarding this type of situation
that female managers have to contend with.
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The issue of guilt is different for each individual, what is similar however, is that it
has effected all of the managers interviewed. Guilt is a predominant feature that is
often associated with women who work outside of the home; however, there has been
very little research on this issue in the Irish context. Returning to work following
maternity leave can be difficult, but guilt is an issue that can have long-term
repercussions for female middle managers. The findings from the research suggest
that some female managers demoted themselves due to the guilt they felt, while trying
to balance their family with their career. This finding highlights the concern that if
more female managers begin to surrender their managerial positions, it will have a
negative impact on the career advancement of future female managers.

Guilt, because of its emotional consequences, can portray women who suffer from it
to be less serious about their careers as opposed to female managers who either do not
have children, or managers who can balance their career with their family effectively.
The organisations that these female managers work for, therefore, should have a duty
to help their female managers who do suffer from guilt. This research suggests that
organisations should implement more family orientated objectives into their
organisational culture by allowing female managers more choice while their children
are at a young age. This could be achieved by allowing managers who wish to work
at home one day in the week to do so, and permit shorter working days for managers
who live long distances from work.

The findings from the current study highlight that the feelings of guilt are almost
exclusively a female problem, with none of the interviewees stating that their
husbands suffer from guilt issues. It can, therefore, be concluded from the research
findings that guilt is accepted as being a female problem for mothers returning to
work after maternity leave. This finding corresponds with the personal choices made
by female managers regarding why many managers do not choose to climb the career
ladder.

It has been stated previously that three managers choose to demote

themselves from their positions of management due to having children, with guilt
being the main determinant for this decision. The research conducted for this study
illustrates that organisations do not fully understand the idea of ‘an attack of guilf so
often expressed by the female managers. Organisations, therefore, need to analyse the
implications that guilt is having on their workforce, and because of it, are losing key
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staff to a problem which may be resolved given the correct treatment by employers.
The research proposes that this area should be not be overlooked when appraising
staff and management, and female managers should be encouraged to highlight this
issue of guilt to their organisation Vv^hen it arises.

5.3

Limitations of the Study

This research set out to explore the issues faced by female middle managers on
returning to the workplace following maternity leave. This research was conducted in
Ireland and did not compare similar situations in other countries. The research was
predominately conducted in the Munster area with only three female manager’s being
interviewed from Leinster.

It is, therefore, acknowledged that issues faced by the

female managers could have been similar due to their geographical location.

A total sample of 20 interviewees from differing companies and backgrounds were
used, however, all 20 interviewees were married with a minimum of one child and so
differing difficulties may have emerged if their marital backgrounds were different.
Different viewpoints and issues may have emerged if female managers comprised a
mixture of divorced, separated and single mothers.
The sample size, as stated previously consisted of 20 female managers. The sample
size is a limitation to the research because the chosen topic merited a larger sample
size due to the many issues that could have been explored. Twenty interviews were
conducted because at this number, the information gathered was becoming similar,
however this does return to the earlier point made of similar geographical areas for the
managers.

This research was conducted by qualitative research methods in order to obtain the
data needed to progress knowledge in this field. Snowballing was the main tool used
to source the interviewees. Snowballing was used so as to trace the issues experienced
by similar female middle managers. Many of the female managers would have faced
similar issues because some of the female managers would have been recommended
by each other and some would have worked together and so this may have allowed
similar data to be collected.
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5.4

Recommendations for Future Research

This thesis concentrated on the issues that face female middle managers when they
return to work following maternity leave. The research viewed these issues through
in-depth interviews. It became apparent as the research progressed that many other
issues were emerging but could not be discussed in-depth because they were not
directly linked with the issues being discussed. This section therefore, looks at some
issues which could be explored in future research.

This study could be extended to other countries to allow for a comparative study. In
order to do this, a sample could be taken from a range of countries. Similar issues
which were addressed in this research could be identified and researched among a
similar demographic to examine whether the issues raised in this research are
common among female managers in other countries or are they solely Irish issues.
Twenty interviews took place with female middle managers who had come back from
maternity leave within a timeframe of five years.

A study could take place to

compare women who had children at a time when maternity leave entitlements were
only 14 weeks and 18 weeks respectively and compare them with women who had 26
weeks of maternity leave.
A study could also be conducted with childless managers who work with managers
who have had children and compare their viewpoints. Career advancement of senior
management could be viewed in relation to both female childless managers and
managers who have children.

An investigation could also be carried out in relation to the public sector and private
sector companies and compare managers from both of these sectors.

Flexible

opportunities for both sectors could be looked at together with the average length of
time it takes to be employed by either sector before being promoted.

Guilt is an issue that is usually associated with females.

The current study

recommends that research should be carried out to identify the views of working
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fathers to establish if guilt is only a female issue or do working fathers also suffer
from guilt but allow it to go unnoticed.

Another recommendation to build on the current research findings would be to
conduct a comparative study based on the viewpoints of mothers and fathers after the
birth of their children. Different areas to explore could include how having a baby
can change the working structure of parents; for example, do they both continue to
work full time, or does one of the parents decide to reduce their working hours to
part-time and then because of these choices, issues in relation to childcare could also
be investigated.

5.5

Recommendations for Practice

It has become apparent throughout the research that many issues which female
managers face on their return to work following maternity leave are closely linked
with the organisations in which they work.

This section presents some

recommendations that employers could usefully implement in order to help the return
of future female managers after maternity leave.

Breastfeeding was an issue for many of the female managers when they returned to
work following maternity leave and because of this issue, many female managers
decided to stop breastfeeding before returning to work because of the inconvenience it
caused. Employers need to address this issue of breastfeeding by incorporating it into
their culture and viewing it as the ‘norm’ rather than the exception. Employers could
begin to introduce this by setting up a special room where new mothers can breastfeed
if they so wish. Employment law has yet to make this compulsory. This would work
better, however, if there was an in-house creche set up that would allow mothers to
bring their children with them to work.

Flexible working, as seen from the findings is not widely available to female
managers in Irish organisations. The Irish workplace needs to address this problem
promptly. Organisations should, in their appraisal of staff, address this problem of
flexibility by asking their employees what they would like to see implemented
regarding flexibility in the workplace and consider implementing these ideas, over a
short and medium term period. The female managers who were interviewed for the
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current research identified differing areas of flexibility that they would like to see
incorporated into their companies, sueh as working in the morning and evening but
having the afternoon off to spend these few hours with their children. Many of the
managers spoke about working a five day week but having the five days condensed
into a three to four day week. Organisations could also look at this as a possibility for
their male staff who may like to avail of this also. These types of flexible working
arrangements would ultimately depend on the nature of the organisation and the
business in whieh it specifies.

Networking is an area that organisations need to address in terms of female
partieipation. Although findings from the current research highlight that many female
managers ehoose not to become involved in networking due to personal reasons,
organisations need to find out what these issues are and find ways to incentivise
networking for female managers.

Organisations could host in-house networking

events in order to highlight to female managers the importance of networking for their
careers, while highlighting also the importance of meeting people from similar
backgrounds.
Mentoring is also another area where organisations could help women on their return
to work following maternity leave. Mentoring is eonsidered very important espeeially
for female managers who wish to advance their careers. Mentoring programmes,
could be formally introduced in organisations in order to put female managers in
contact with suitable mentors. Employers who recognise the importance of mentoring
could implement these mentoring programmes as well as ineorporating mentoring
workshops so that the female managers are knowledgeable about the role of the
mentor as well as their own role as the mentee.

5.6

Overall Conclusion

This research intended to explore the issues that female middle managers have to
eontend with when returning to work following maternity leave. Throughout the
research, many areas came to the forefront regarding why so few female middle
managers strive to beeome senior managers. When the researeh was set in context, it
was noted that over the past two decades, a multitude of women have entered the
workforce at very high rates with many of these females being highly educated. It has
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also been seen from previous research that many of these highly qualified and
educated women opt to work part time or take a career break once they decide to have
children, with many of their counterparts opting to leave the workforce until their
children are reared. The current research, however, highlights a different perspective
on women in managerial positions.

The research gathered from the female managers interviewed propose that unlike
previous research which states that once women have children, they are seen by their
employers as being distracted and not as interested in their work as they were
previously, eight of the female managers who were interviewed were offered
promotions while on maternity leave or shortly after returning, with seven of these
female manages accepting the promotional offer.

It can, therefore, be seen that

progression of women depends largely on the choices made by the female manager
and not the sole decision of the employer. This research reinforces the issue of choice
throughout the career building stage of female managers.
Another area which the findings highlight is the length of maternity leave.

It is

assumed by employers and society that the female will take all of the maternity leave,
however, it should be possible, for both men and women to avail of maternity leave
by including in it, a mixture of paternity and maternity. This would further aid the
career path of female managers who do want to have children, who do not want to put
their child into full time childcare at such a young age, but who do want to return to
work earlier than what is perceived the norm. This would further, reinforce the issue
of the glass ceiling, and dampen the effects it appears to have on so many female
middle mangers. Cross, (2007) in her research states that the glass ceiling is selfimposed, rather than being imposed and the findings from the current research do
agree with this. The glass ceiling that females impose on themselves, is brought about
by the choices that they make regarding their career and then balancing these choices
with their family life. It can, therefore, be concluded from the current research that it
is the choice of each individual which is the main determinant of career progression.
These choices, therefore, strengthen the question posed pertaining to the issues faced
by the female managers and reinstate that the choices made by the female managers
are the reason for some of the issues faced by the managers on their return to the
workplace following maternity leave.
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Overall, the study concludes that the issues faced by female middle managers on their
return to the workplace following maternity leave are illustrated by the choices that
female managers make and are often based on the guilt factor that affects female
managers returning to work following maternity leave. The research results highlight
that feelings of guilt are one of the main issues hindering the career advancement of
female managers, and thus, making their return to the workplace more difficult than
what it should be. Organisations, therefore, have an obligation to aid their female
employees in dealing with this guilt issue, especially if the organisation considers
these females as valuable assets. The issue surrounding that of guilt compounds the
research question as one of the main issues that arise for female managers following
maternity leave.

Finally, the study establishes that female managers are capable of breaking through
the glass ceiling on their return from maternity leave, but the over-riding factor in
relation to their career progression is based on individual choice. This study has
extended research in relation to Irish female middle-level managers returning to the
workplace following maternity leave - an under-researched group about whom little
is known.
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Appendix

Appendix A
Questions for Interviewees
i.

How many children do you have? Whiat type of childcare do you use?

2.

Does your company offer childcare?

3.

What did you find were the issues that you encountered returning to work after
maternity leave?

4.

Did you face barriers when you returned to work after having a baby? If so,
what were they?

5.

Do you think having children has impacted upon your career decision/career
promotion?

6.

Would you return to work early from maternity leave if your company needed
you?

7.

How sufficient do you think 26 weeks maternity leave is?
Did you/do you have a mentor?
Would you consider networking to be important to your career? Have you had
experiences with networking? What impact do you feel that they have had on
your career?
What are your thoughts on work life balance? Do you think you have
achieved a good work life balance that you are happy with? What else do you
think you could do to improve your work life balance?

11.

Does your company offer flexible working arrangements?

12.

Do you manage a mix of both males and females or is there a majority of one
gender?

13.

Do you see yourself as a token woman?

14.

Have your partner availed of paternity leave?

15.

Is your company child friendly?

16.

Would you consider a career break? If so, why? When?

17.

Did you breastfeed? If so, did you stop early because of getting ready going
back to work or was it your own personal choice?

18.

Do you think your career has suffered since having a child?
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